
THE PHILOSOPHICAL INTEREST OF THE 
HEBREW-CHRISTIAN MORAL TRADITION 

I. INTRODUCTION 

I BORROW this essay's title from the book I intend to 
discuss, Alan Donagan's The Theory of Morality, where 
it serves as the heading of an important section.1 It is 

striking to find a philosopher of Donagan' s stature devoting 
an entire book to the reconstruction and defense of the moral 
content of a religious tradition. A survey of ethical theory 
would show that the question of why one might want to sub­
ject such a tradition to detailed ethical scrutiny has rarely 
been posed in this century, let alone answered in terms that 
would be convincing to a secular audience. 

Theologians, when addressing the faithful, usually either 
assume the answer will be obvious or give an answer only the 
faithful could take seriously as a source of motivation. The 
same theologians, when addressing a general audience on a 
specific moral problem, typically search £or common assump­
tions in a way that blurs whatever distinctive contribution 
their religious tradition might make. Secular students of re­
ligious ethics tend either to attempt value-free description or 
to argue on philosophical grounds that the relationship between 
religion and morality is basically invariant and can he dis­
covered a priori. They thus either studiously avoid giving 
readers reasons for being interested in their subject or make 
historical investigation of actual religious traditions seem rela­
tively insignificant.2 

1 Alan Donagan, The Theory of Morality (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
Phoenix edition, 1979), p. !'l6. In the remainder of this article page references 
to Donagan's book will be given in parentheses in the text. 

2 These tendencies in religious ethics are discussed in my book, The Flight from 
Authority: Religion, Morality and the Quest for Autonomy (Notre Dame: Uni­
versity of Notre Dame Press, 1981), chap. IO. 
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Theologians and those secular academicians who specialize 
in the field called religious ethics have, of course, studied the 
ethical aspects of the religious traditions; they have, however, 
said rather little to show why such study might be justified 
on grounds that are neither theological nor antiquarian. Phi­
losophers, on the other hand, have, throughout most of this 
century, felt free to dismiss religious ethics as plainly fallacious 
and therefore not worthy of extensive historical study from a 
philosophical point of view. It was possible for many years 
to defend this dismissal merely by citing famous arguments 
from Plato, Hume, Kant, and G. E. Moore. These arguments 
demonstrated, so most philosophers thought, that religion must 
depend logically upon morality, as opposed to the other way 
around, and that attempts to derive moral judgments and 
concepts from theological judgments and concepts could not 
possibly succeed. Not everyone accepted all the arguments: 
occasional doubts were raised especially about the ones drawn 
from Hume and Moore, which seemed to threaten not only 
religious ethics but much else besides. Yet almost everyone 
accepted at least one of the arguments, and accorded religious 
ethical traditions a kind of neglect one could hardly term be­
nign. Meanwhile, logical positivism and related doctrines gave 
independent reasons for deeming religious propositions mean­
ingless or, at 'best, false. On many counts, then, religious 
ethics seemed an unlikely contender for philosophical attention. 
Virtually all those who did attend to it did so with polemical 
intent reminiscent of the Enlightenment's struggle with super­
stition. Most theologians either ignored the polemics entirely 
or were too busy retreating to put up a fight. 

Recently, however, much has changed in philosophy. The 
same developments in philosophy of language and epistemol­
ogy that have undermined positivistic critiques of religion, and 
have thus helped revive philosophical theology as an acceptable 
vocation for professional philosophers, have also undermined 
confidence in the standard dismissals of religious ethics.q The 

8 For an account of these developments and their impact upon philosophy of 
religion and ethics, see ibid., parts II and III. 
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result has by no means been mass conversion of the moral 
philosophers. Nonetheless, the ethical interest of what Dona­
gan calls the Hebrew..:Christian moral tradition does seem to 
have re-emerged as a philosophically respectable topic over the 
past two decades or so. 

One set of reasons for ascribing philosophical significance to 
the ethical heritage of Judaism and Christianity derives from 
what might be called contextualism. A contextualist account 
of ethical theory and the moral life, undertaken in our culture 
at this point in its history, must sooner or later come to grips 
with the massive influence of the religious traditions or else 
risk radical distortion. Our own culture is surely more secular 
than its predecessor. Still, it matters greatly that our culture 
not only retains vestiges of its predecessor's religious ethos but 
also bears the marks of its own attempts at secularization. 
This much at least must be understood if our moral thought 
and action are to be given a context in culture and history. 
I conclude that we had better study religious ethics. As Dona­
gan writes, "That the Hebrew-Christian tradition, as a matter 
of historical fact, has determined the substance of the received 
morality of the Western world, is sufficient reason for studying 
it philosophically" (28). As Donagan implies, this rationale 
does not presuppose that a version of religious ethics, either 
in its metaphysical commitments or its specifically moral con­
tent, is acceptable. On my view, religious ethics would remain 
philosophically significant even if all its major variants turned 
out to be unjustifiable in our context, provided only that the 
context itself cannot be fully described and explained without 
reference to religious tradition. 

On Donagan's view, however, a stronger case can be made. 
For he believes that both the metaphysical commitments es­
sential to the development of Hebrew-Christian moral tradi­
tion and the specifically moral content of that tradition are 
true. He therefore sets himself the following tasks: to identify 
the crucial metaphysical presuppositions of the tradition, de­
ferring their justification to another occasion; to derive the 
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moral content of the tradition from a single fundamental prin­
ciple of respect; to defend the resulting system of moral pre­
cepts as both internally consistent and superior to its major 
systematic competitor, consequentialism; and to defend the 
fundamental principle by grounding it in a theory of practical 
reason. In carrying out these tasks, Donagan is simultaneously 
standing within the tradition, giving a systematic interpreta­
tion of what the tradition is, taking sides in various disputes 
within the tradition itself (not least of all by proposing the 
interpretation he does), and championing the tradition against 
external attack. 

II. DEFINITE ARTICLES AND SINGULAR NOUNS 

Definite articles and singular nouns predominate in Dona­
gan' s prose. The title promises the theory of morality. Our 
ethical heritage is said to be that of the Hebrew-Christian 
tradition. This heritage consists in the common morality, the 
content of which can be derived from the fundamental prin­
ciple, which in turn involves the concept of respect. To speak 
in this way does not rule out the possibility of diversity. Don­
agan remains free to refer to competing versions of the theory, 
to various strands within the tradition, to differing interpre­
tations of the common morality, the fundamental principle, or 
its concept of respect. But Donagan only rarely allows such 
hints of plurality into his speech, and when he does, he always 
t:ikes plains to convey a sense of underlying uniformity. There 
may be competing versions of the theory, various strands of 
the tradition, and differing interpretations of the whole and 
its parts, but these are presented as entirely commensurable 
differences, largely matters of detail. 

A great deal has been thought, said, and done within what 
Donagan portrays, apparently without strain, as a single co­
herent tradition. We must ask how, in his hands, such a thor­
ough integration of seemingly diverse phenomena has been 
achieved, and, further, whether this integration has been 
achieved at too great a cost. Donagan's book can be read as 
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an extended figure of speech-a literary critic would call it a 
metonymical reduction-in which some phenomena are system­
atically excluded from consideration as inessential and the rest 
are reduced to a single idea thrut guarantees the essential unity 
of the whole. We need to understand how this procedure of 
exclusion and reduction is carried out and to ask whether, in 
the final analysis, it can be justified. 

What is a theory of morality a theory of? A theory of 
morality, according to Donagan, proposes a rational standard 
for judging systems of mores, and mores are " generally ac­
cepted norms of individual conduct" (1). This delimitation 
of concern may seem harmless enough, but notice that Dona­
gan has already made an important choice, one that elevates 
individual conduct and its regulation by precepts to a privi­
leged position while implicitly consigning such notions as char­
acter and community to relative insignificance. The theory of 
morality is the truly rational standard for judging mores. It 
establishes the limits within which " everybody ought to live, 
no matter what the mores of his neighbors might be." As such 
it has the form of law, though without presupposing a divine 
lawgiver. 

Despite Donagan's contention that the "conception of mo­
rality as virtue is not an alternative to a conception of it as 
law" (3) , his own theory clearly occupies only a small part of 
the territory encompassed by traditional theories of the virtues. 
It is not, in other words, a theory of the traits of character 
required for living well. Neither does it seek completion, as 
Aristotle's ethics does, in political theory, in consideration of 
the kinds of community in which human beings might flourish. 
The theory limits what pursuit of the good life can be and what 
forms of community can be tolerated. It therefore has impli­
cations for theories of virtue and of politics, but its scope is 
considerably narrower. It is, moreover, prior to and separable 
from such theories: they do not place constraints on it as it 
does on them. The theory of morality constitutes an independ­
ent domain, not a cha;pter that gathers up significance from all 
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that we believe about human excellence and communal life. 
The specifically moral virtues, in Donagan's sense (though 
surely not in Aristotle's) , " are those without which you can­
not, conformably to your rationality, pursue any goal what­
ever" (12) . 

This much said, it comes as no surprise to hear that " The 
Stoics, rather than Aristotle or Plato, are to be credited with 
forming the first reasonably clear conception of morality: not 
because they had a theory of divine law, but because they con­
ceived the divine law as valid for all men in virtue of their 
common rationality" (4). Morality certainly becomes more 
distinct, and in that sense clearer, in the Stoic conception than 
in the Aristotelian. An Aristotelian would want to know why 
this distinctness should be thought an advantage if it has been 
gained largely by severing connections with a broader theoreti­
cal context and by shifting attention away from the polis of an 
actual society to an abstraction like our c01nmon rationmity. 
Someone who sides with Aristotle against Donagan and the 
Stoics need not be seen as guilty of unclear thinking-a failure 
to bring the true concept of morality into focus. He or she may 
simply have reasoned objections to the Stoic conception as im­
poverished, antipolitical, and abstract.4 Yet in Donagan's re­
construction of the tradition, the debate between Aristotelians 
and Stoics is barely visible. It does not really take place within 
the tradition at all. Aristotle and his followers do not fit clearly 
within the tradition because they do not clearly identify the 
topic of their theories as moral in Donagan's sense. 

'While the clear conception of morality is " less obvious " in 
Judaism and Christianity than it is in Stoicism, there are many 
signs of its presence-enough, at any rate, to dub the tradition 
Hebrew-Christian. Both Judaism and Christianity have since 
antiquity distinguished the moral -law from " special divine 
commandments addressed to particular individuals and groups" 

4 See Sheldon Wolin, Politics and Vision (Boston: Little, Brown and Company, 
1960), chap. 3, esp. pp. 93-94; and Alasdair Macintyre, After Virtue (Notre Dame: 
University of Notre Dame Press, 1981), pp. 131, 157-158, 
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( 4) and from the requirements of pursuing nonmoral religious 
ideals (246). Part of the Mosaic Halachah was, from biblical 
times forward, held to apply "to gentiles and ,Jews alike." 
Similarly, St. Paul made mention in Romans 2: 14-15 of a kind 
of natural law written in the hearts of all men (5). Theolo15ians 
as otherwise different as Aquinas and Calvin developed theories 
of morality as natural law. Moreover, the voluminous casuistry 
of the religious moralists provides ample evidence of something 
like the Stoic conception. What makes the clear conception 
less obvious in Jewish and Christian materials, says Donagan, 
is the fact that it usually matters rather little to someone en­
deavoring to live a religious life whether something is required 
for strictly religious reasons or is required of any rational crea­
ture merely in virtue of his or her rationality. Thinking "of a 
religious way of life as a seamless whole, in which common 
morality is comprehended and sanctified," tends to blur the 
line between religion and morality (7) . 

Once again, however, we must try to take note of what has 
Leen passed over or pushed toward the periphery. Not every­
thing in Judaism and Christianity that might be thought to 
have moral implications belongs at the center of the tradition 
Donagan has in mind. The early Eastern Church 5 and Stanley 
Hauerwas, among many others, will be judged peripheral on 
the same grounds that Aristotle was: their devotion to virtue 
theory leaves the conception of morality insufficiently defined. 
So too will anyone, like Maimonides and the Ockhamists, who 
finds that natural human reason does not suffice to establish 
the "common" morality. Thinkers preoccupied with divine 
commands, as opposed to the requirements of universal human 
reason, will not be counted as significant precursors in the moral 
tradition. The notion that a religious way of life and the com­
mon morality form a seamless whole from: which morality can­
not be abstracted without suffering distortion is not a central 
part of the heritage Donagan intends to plumb. 

5 Frederick S. Carney, "Living the Truth in Love," Perkins Journal 85/1 
(1981): 88. 
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In fact, Donagan is determined to bypass theology altogether. 
He is interested in the "Hebrew-Christian moral tradition," 
but the stress falls on moral, and anything that cannot be re­
formulated in strictly secular terms does not qualify. "Fortu­
nately," he writes," ... the part of Hebrew-Christian morality 
that depends on beliefs about the nature of God (for example, 
the prohibition of idolatry) is separable from the part that has 
to do with the duties of human beings to themselves and to 
one another " (28) . The moral tradition may have been passed 
on mainly by people who were in point of fact religious, but it 
possesses a " philosophical core " (27) " which covers all the 
topics with which secular moral theory has to do " (28) . 
The philosopher undertakes to isolate that core, not to set 
forth the related theological traditions in all their complexity. 

Admittedly," It is only a slight exaggeration to say that the 
ages of faith brought forth the idea of a pure moral philosophy 
but not the thing" (8) . Theologians, after all, are prone to 
" treat the moral law theologically," and this sometimes leads 
to fuzzy thinking about what unaided natural reason requires: 

How else can the Jewish conviction be accounted for that the 
seventh Noachite commandment is part of common morality? It 
does not appear to be contrary to our nature as rational creatures 
to eat a part cut from a living animal, for example, to eat a live 
oyster, unless it involves cruelty. And how else can the Christian 
conviction be accounted for that Jesus' severer pronouncements on 
divorce are morally definitive? It is not absurd to maintain that 
the Christian conception of marriage as monogamous and indis­
soluble is a higher and better one than any other; but that is not 
to declare it binding upon all human beings as rational. (7) 

According to Donagan, such fuzzy thinking can be ignored as 
inconsistent with the moral tradition at its best. Like the Aris­
totelian insistence upon treating the moral precepts as ancillary 
to the virtues, it results from a kind of blurred mental vison. 

Donagan's reference to Kant as "the first major philosopher 
to work out a complete philosophical theory of morality" (8) 
and his conscious use of Kant's practical philosophy as exem-
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plary for the execution of his own project (9) should be no 
more surprising than his decision to place the Stoics but not 
Aristotle and Plato at the heart of the tradition. A tmdition 
construed along Donagan's lines could not help but culminate 
in Kant. Indeed, it is hard to avoid the impression that such a 
tradition as this could be pieced together only retrospectively 
-only, that is, after Kant had been chosen as precursor par 
excellence. This is intellectual history in the classic neo-Kantian 
style, where apparent similarity to Kant's conclusions functions 
as the basic criterion for centrality to the tradition and inclu­
sion in its list of canonical works.6 The Hebrew-Christian moral 
tradition turns out to be something less than we might have 
thought. Whatever fails to anticipate Kant's conception of 
pure practical reason or the system of precepts that for him 
defined the moral law, falls outside the tradition. 

The tradition, in other words, is the Kantian tradition. Its 
uniformity is guaranteed by a criterion of selection that ex­
cludes in advance the possibility of significant discord. A 
broader tradition, inclusive of many traditions and much con­
flict, and attentive to a host of interests just beyond the bounds 
of a" clear" conception of morality, has been curtailed. And 
without any evident sense of loss. 

III. THE FUNDAMENTAL PRINCIPLE 

We have seen how Donagan excludes what he deems inessen­
tial to morality and to the moral tradition. We need now to 
examine how he reduces what remains to its underlying essence, 
the fundamental principle of respect from which the entire con­
tent of the common morality, as Donagan interprets it, can be 
derived. What is the fundamental principle? It is, roughly 
speaking, the principle that you should love your neighbor as 
yourself (59). But since philosophers shohld not speak roughly 
and are enjoined by their secular calling to steer clear of the 

6 See Richard Rorty, Phuosophy and the Mirror of Nature (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1979), pp. 
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theological virtue of agape or caritas (61-62), Donagan pre­
fers to avoid the term love. Kant, he tells us, had it right: Act 
so that you treat humanity, whether in your own person or in 
that of another, always as an end, and never as a means only 
(63). And, "Since treating a human being, in virtue of its 
ralionality, as an end itself, is the same as respecting it as a 
rational creature," an equivalent formulation would read: Act 
always so that you respect every human being, yourself or 
another, as being a rational creature (65) . Yet another, bring­
ing in the concept of moral permissibility, is " the canonical 
form " used in reconstructing the system of moral precepts: 
It is impermissible not to respect every human being, oneself 
or another, as a rational creature (66). 

This principle, says Donagan, " is fundamental to an inde­
pendent field of inquiry" (210) . From it, together with the 
various additional premises required to specify what " falls 
under the concept of respecting a human being as rational " 
(66), the precepts of the common morality can be derived. 

The precepts are of two types. "In the Hebrew-Christian tra­
dition, as I understand it, all questions of common morality 
are either first-order ones about the permissibility or imper­
missibility of actions or intentions, or second-order ones about 
the culpability or inculpability of agents" (56). Second-order 
precepts depend upon first-order precepts. First-order precepts 
depend upon the fundamental principle and the specificatory 
premises that unfold its meaning. What can be said, then, in 
favor of the fundamental principle itself? 

Many of those Donagan identifies as predecessors in the tra­
dition were intuitionists. They claimed, that is to say, that the 
foundation of the common morality, whether it consists in one 
principle or more than one, is self-evidently true (l 7-9l5) . But 
Donaga::::i, being no intuitionist, cannot appeal to self-evidence 
to stop the regress. He therefore sets out to show that " it is 
intelleclually impossible to get on without " the fundamental 
principle (210) . He elaborates a theory of practical reason 
that, while neither intuitively self-evident nor dependent on a 
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priori demonstration, aims to give adequate reason for affirm­
ing our own rational nature as an end in itself. The theory is 
less certain than the principle, but it does, according to Dona­
gan, legitimate it. 

Because neither the principle nor the theory of practical 
reason invoked to support it is self-evident, there is some room 
for doubt about them. Yet Donagan feels he can vindicate 
his proposals with sufficiently compelling arguments, in part 
by showing where the leading alternative proposals go wrong. 
Consequentialists offer a new fundamental principle, usually 
the standard utilitarian one, either as a means of criticizing 
traditional morality or as a means of systematizing it properly. 
Donagan spends a chapter dismantling consequentialism, which 
he views as a radical break with the tradition. And while he 
at times uses allegiance to some version of his principle as a 
criterion for membership in the tradition, this does not deter 
him from recognizing the Golden Rule (All things whatsoever 
ye would that men should do to you, do ye even so to them) 
as a traditional, though inadequate, competitor. The problem 
with the Golden Rule and with its philosophical expression in 
the Kantian principle of universalizability (Act only accord­
ing to that maxim by which you can at the same time will that 
it should become a universal law) is insufficient substance. 
Such a principle prescribes impartiality and no more. " But, 
obviously, no principle of impartiality that is common to dif­
ferent systems of mores can serve as the substantive first prin­
ciple that distinguishes any one of them from the others " 
(59). It is the second formulation of the categorical impera­
tive, not the first, that Kant should have given pride of place: 
the principle of respect, not the principle of universalizability. 
Kant was further mistaken, Donagan concludes, in thinking 
the two equivalent; they are not. 

I am happy to grant that if there is a fundamental principle 
of morality, it is probably not to be found in consequentialism 
or in appeals to universalizwbility. But Donagan seems to have 
a harder time with Aquinas than with consequentialism and 



176 JEFFREY STOUT 

universalizability. For Aquinas also focuses on the biblical in­
junction that you should love your neighbor as yourself, while 
nonetheless arriving at a formulation of the principle that does 
not coincide with the version Donagan borrows from Kant. 
On the interpretation of Aquinas Donagan accepts, which 
comes from Germain Grisez, the Thomistic formulation would 
he: Act so that the fundamental human goods, whether in your 
own person or in that of another, are promoted as may be 
possible, and under no circumstances violated (61). 

Donagan prefers the Kantian principle of respect to the 
Thomistic formulation for three reasons: its simplicity; the 
simplicity of the derivation of precepts it allows; and its con­
nection with the preferred (Kantian) theory of practical rea­
son ( 65) . Someone with stronger commitments to Aquinas 
will rightly want to ask, however, whether all this simplicity 
-including that of the theory of human nature connected with 
Donagan's theory of practical reason-has unduly impover­
ished the resulting reconstruction of the tradition. Consider, 
for example, Margaret Farley's diagnosis of what she calls" the 
poverty of content in Donagan's first principle." 7 

Donagan's theory of practical reason stresses the concept 
of negative freedom. Rational agency is determined by nothing 
other than itself: neither external causes, nor natural inclina­
tions and desires. We are, in this sense, autonomous. Human 
beings are ends-in-themselves. "What this tells us about the 
principle of respect for human persons as ends-in-themselves," 
writes Farley, "is that it is autonomy that is the key to some­
thing's being an end-in-itself. Autonomy, in fact, is not only 
the reason why a person is intrinsically valuable, it is itself 
constitutive of what is valued in the person." 8 Despite some 
recognition that there is more to being human than just pos­
sessing autonomy, Donagan makes autonomy " the sole aspect 
of the human person that is directly incorporated into the 

7 Margaxet Farley, review of Alan Donagan, The The<YfY of Morality, in Re­
ligious Studies Review 7/S (1981) :2SS. 

B Jbid., p. 2S5. 



THE HEBREW-CHRISTIAN MORAL TRADITION 177 

fundamental first principle. . . . The consequence of this is a 
moral system which gives priority to freedom and individu­
ality." 9 Farley continues: 

Like Kant, Donagan is convinced that since rational nature is self­
existent, not an end-to-be-produced, it must be thought of " nega­
tively " as an end, as something " which must never be acted 
against" (232). It is not surprising, then, that precepts of non­
interference take priority over precepts promoting well-being, and 
precepts promoting the well-being of the self take priority over 
precepts promoting the well-being of others.10 

There may be features of the system that " weaken such an 
interpretation," but it can hardly be denied that 

... Donagan's theory still favors autonomy over well-being and 
the self as individual agent over the self in mutuality with others. 
The consistency of the whole moral system depends upon the sub­
ordination (or relativization) of duties to promote well-being to 
duties prohibiting injury and coercion, and the subordination (or 
relativization) of duties to promote the well-being of others to du­
ties to promote one's own well-being. Every precept to promote 
good contains the condition: as long as you do not violate a duty 
prohibiting injury or coercion. The precept to promote the good 
of others is always qualified by the condition: as long as you can 
do so without disproportionate inconvenience to yourself.11 

Farley concludes that Donagan's preoccupation with auton­
omy " gives us too ' thin ' a theory of the human person on 
which to base a whole system of morality." 12 She goes on to 
suggest that the Thomistic formulation, which centers on well­
being, is richer, although probably one-sided in its own right. 
What we need, she suggests, is a view of ourselves that is rich 
enough to sustain both a healthy respect for autonomy and a 
genuine regard for the positive dimensions of well-being. 

Persons are not just freedoms jostling about in the world. Freedom 
can do anything, so long as it does not violate itself or the freedom 

9 Ibid. 
10 Ibid. 
11 Ibid. 
12 Ibid., p. 236. 
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of another. But knowledge and love must deal with a reality in 
persons that is structurally complex, essentially interpersonal and 
social, existing in correlation with a world that is historical and 
that is constituted not only by other persons but by things and 
other living beings and institutions.13 

In contrast to a relatively thin theory of human nature like 
Donagan's, Farley's view would, of course, lead us back toward 
the tradition in which the moral precepts take their place in a 
theory of the good life-the kind of theory in which the con­
cepts of character and community have at least as much prim­
acy as the concepts of individual conduct and moral imper­
missibility. 

From the vantage point of a Thomist, the primacy of au­
tonomy in Kantian ethics will seem like a deviation from tra­
dition. Respect for autonomous personhood will seem like a 
curtailment of love for the neighbor in his or her fullness. This 
love-even before being perfected by grace and transformed 
into the theological virtue of caritaS<--aims at the flourishing 
of the neighbor in a way that mere respect of the neighbor's 
autonomy does not. It embraces his or her well-being in its 
entirety, and ascribes significance to autonomy as part of that 
whole. It also reaches out to those neighbors-perhaps even 
especially to those neighbors-who lack autonomy: the coma­
tose dying patient, the retarded, the mentally ill, and the new­
born or soon-to-he-born members of the community, to name 
only a few examples.14 

There are serious questions, then, concerning whether Dona­
gan's principle of respect should be accepted as the preferred 

1a Ibid., p. 
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version of the biblical injunction to love your neighbor as your­
self-either as the most adequate rendition of what "the tra­
dition" has meant by love (hesed, agape, caritas), or as the 
most adequate philosophical candidate for fundamental moral 
principle. Before going any further, however, we must raise 
yet another question about fundamental moral principles. In 
what sense are they fundamental? 

IV. ABRIDGMENTS OF TRADITION 

In explaining why a theory of practical reason is required to 
justify the principle of respect, Donagan says that his funda­
mental principle ". . . cannot be established by deducing it 
from others yet more ultimate. There is no substantive prin­
ciple in its field that does not rest upon it: it is the foundation " 
(210). His implication is that, as the foundation of" an inde­
pendent field of inquiry," the fundamental principle cannot de­
pend for its justification upon the very domain that depends 
upon it. Donagan seems to be assuming that there is a strictly 
deductive, context-free order of epistemic dependence. The 
system of moral precepts derives both its content and its justi­
fication from the foundation, which must, on pain of vicious cir­
cularity, be established on grounds that do not presuppose the 
acceptability of some or all of the system derived from it. 

Yet there seems to be a sense in which the fundamental 
principle, by Donagan's own admission, derives from a kind of 
circular reasoning: 

In common law, as Edward H. Levi has observed, a "circular 
motion " is perceptible in the reasoning by which concepts are first 
elicited from cases and then applied: in the first stage, a legal con­
cept is created by comparing and reflecting on cases; in the second, 
that concept, more or less fixed, is applied to new cases; and in the 
third, reasoning by example with new cases goes so far that the 
concept breaks down, and a new one must be created. Those who 
accept traditional morality, without necessarily believing that it 
originated in a divine command, can hardly escape concluding that 
its concepts were created by just such a "circular" process; and 
they will read both Hebrew and Greek literature as containing evi­
dences of it. (68) 
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There is nothing vicious about the circular motion Levi de­
scribes. It merely traces the dialectical interplay, between 
beliefs about specific cases and beliefs of a more general form, 
in a continuing process of refinement and revision. Nor is the 
process a matter of discovery as opposed to justification, rele­
vant only to the historical genesis of our moral views but not 
to their acceptrubility. For the crucial test any relatively gen­
eral moral principle must pass to count as justified or accept­
able is precisely that of confrontation with highly certain and 
widely shared beliefs of a more specific sort. A principle that 
fails to organize, explain, and, above all, remain consistent with 
especially strong convictions about specific cases, real or imag­
inary, must be reformulated or rejected.15 The most powerful 
argument on behalf of any principle, whether moral or legal, 
is that it has repeatedly survived this test intact. 

Levi's arguments suggest that there is no context-free order 
of epistemic dependence in legal reasoning or, by extension, in 
the kind of moral reasoning it so closely resembles. Such rea­
soning is not, he claims, " simply deductive." 16 Why, then, 
if Donagan accepts Levi's account of such reasoning as vir­
tuously circular, does he choose to present the tradition as a 
deductive system " derived from " and " dependent upon " a 
" fundamental " principle? His answer is that the process Levi 
describes has reached a point at which a straightforwardly de­
ductive rendering of the tradition is possible. 

To accept traditional morality is to accept its fundamental prin­
ciple as true, and hence to be confident that the concepts in terms 
of which it is formulated are not liable to break down when ap­
plied to new and unforeseen cases. With regard to that principle, 
although not to the more specific of the specificatory premises by 
which it is applied, [those who accept traditional morality] must 
hold that a point has been reached beyond which only reasoning 
of the kind found at the second of Levi's stages is called for. (68) 

'15 See J. B. Schneewind, " Moral Knowledge and Moral Principles," in Knowl­
edge and Necessity, ed. G. N. A. Vesey (London: Macmillan, 1970), pp. 249-262, 
esp. 254; See also Stout, The Flight from Authority, chap. 10, esp. pp. 210-211. 

'16 Edward H. Levi, An Introduction to Legal Reasoning (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 1949), p. 8. 
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But why, if Levi is right, must acceptance of traditional mo­
rality consist in acceptance of a fundamental principle? 
Commitment to the tradition might simply involve standing 
squarely within the process of refinement and revision, ready 
to follow that process where it leads. Doubts about funda­
mental principles, even doubts about whether there are such 
principles to be found, need not disqualify anyone. Moreover, 
why, given the doubts of Farley and others concerning Dona­
gan's principle of respect, should we believe that we have be­
come permanently ensconced in Levi's second stage? 

As Levi sees it, the process he describes is likely to make 
people " uncomfortable." 

It runs contrary to the pretence of the system. It seems inevitable, 
therefore, that as matters of kind vanish into matters of degree 
and then entirely new meanings turn up, there will be the attempt 
to escape to some overall rule which can be said to have always op­
erated and which will make the reasoning look deductive. The rule 
will be useless. It will have to operate on a level where it has no 
meaning.17 

Levi is criticizing judges, lawyers, and philosophers of law. 
Perhaps the criticism has wider application. Is it fair to say 
that Donagan, caught up in the pretense of his own tradition 
and made somewhat uncomfortable by the never-ending spiral 
of reasoning that belies this pretense, has attempted to escape 
to an overall rule which can be said to have always operated 
and which makes all the reasoning of the tradition look com­
fortably deductive? Does the rule to which he escapes have to 
operate on a level where it has little or no meaning? If so, is 
the rule-and for that matter, any other so-called fundamental 
principle-entirely useless? 

I shall not attempt the diagnosis of Donagan's motives 
necessary to answer the first of these questions. Yet it does 
seem fair to say that the systematic pretensions of the intel­
lectual tradition running from Aquinas to Kant have been a 
powerful historical force-one that has made acceptance of 

17 Ibid., p. 9. 
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dialectical views of reasoning difficult. And it is comforting 
to think of oneself as finally beyond the need of the messy 
sorts of reasoning a tidy deductive framework cannot accom­
modate. So whatever Donagan's motives may be, we must all 
be careful not to be seduced by an image of stability and co­
herence merely because it seems so comforting or because it is 
sustained by a pretense of long standing. 

Upon close examination, we find that Donagan's fundamental 
principle bears virtually no weight. Nothing in the system 
depends upon it alone. The entire system of precepts is said 
to derive from the fundamental principle, but each precept can 
be derived only with the help of an additional specificatory 
premise. 

The structure consisting of fundamental principle, derived precepts, 
and specificatory premises is strictly deductive; for every derived 
precept is strictly deduced, by way of some specificatory premise, 
either from the fundamental principle or from some precept already 
derived. But that structure is )lot the whole of the system. For 
virtually all the philosophical difficulties that are encountered in 
deriving that structure have to do with establishing the specifica­
tory premises; and that is done by the unformalized analytical rea­
soning in which some concept either in the fundamental principle 
or in a derived precept is applied to some new species of case. (71-
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being as rational, and what does not " ( 66) . The concept of 
love, we have already been told, is " desperately ambiguous" 
(62). Now we learn that" The concept of respecting a human 
being as a rational creature is not usefully definable for our 
purposes" (67). If we could usefully define the concept of 
respect, it might make sense to say that the remainder of the 
system can be derived from the fundamental principle. If we 
had some way to grasp the meaning of the concept intuitively 
or to specify its content in a series of analytical truths that 
could be justified solely by our knowledge of the language, it 
might make sense to say that the system is already implicit 
in the fundamental principle taken alone, needing only to be 
"unfolded in the specificatory premises" (31) and deductively 
applied to cases. But since I share Donagan's doubts about 
intuitive knowledge and Quine's doubts about the notion of 
analytic truth, I find it more sensible to say that the concept 
of respect to which Donagan appeals derives its meaning largely 
from the role it plays in the specificatory premises he inherits 
from the Kantian tradition. 

The fundamental principle, in other words, is not something 
the truth of which can be established independently from that 
of the rest of the system, for the meaning of its central con­
cept depends upon the network of implications that constitute 
the system in its entirety. The meaning of respecting a human 
being as rational will depend upon other factors as well-such 
as the use of the word respect in nonmoral contexts and the 
theory of human nature given in Donagan's discussion of prac­
tical reason-and these factors will constrain the behavior of 
the concept within the system by ruling out some premises as 
obviously unsuitable specifications of respect. They will not, 
however, uniquely determine a concept of respect which need 
only be subjected to analysis to produce the results of the 
system. 

If I am right, then, it is misleading to call the fundamental 
principle fundamental. The principle of respect is simply the 
most general substantive rule of the system. Nothing can be 
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derived from it until its meaning has been determined, but the 
only way to determine its meaning is to have the system of 
precepts and premises already largely in place. We learn what 
it means by using the term respect in relation to cases, and it 
was in reasoning a;bout cases in the manner of Levi's first stage 
that the concept took on the meaning it now has. That mean­
ing continues to be refined and revised as we consider new 
cases and change our minds about old ones. The crucial point 
is this: at no stage does the rule function as something inde­
pendently understood, awaiting only application to cases. To 
understand a rule is to have certain abilities with respect to it, 
abilities that already involve the capacity to deal with stand­
ard cases. To treat the rule as fundamental-as the basis on 
which the rest depends or as the essence from which the rest 
derives-is precisely to make it operate, as Levi would say, on 
a level where it has no meaning. 

This is not to say that principles are useless. They do indeed 
have uses, and important ones at that. I believe they are best 
thought of, in Michael Oakeshott's apt phrase, as "abridg­
ments " of tradition.18 An abridgment is not prior to that which 
it abridges. The latter cannot be derived from the former. An 
abridgment is not a foundation on which all the details can 
be built up, nor the essence that remains when all the details 
have been cleared away. If there is an essence, it resides in the 
details. Or rather, as Oakeshott puts it, " since a tradition of 
behavior is not susceptible of the distinction between essence 
and accident, knowledge of it is unavoidably knowledge of its 
detail: to know the gist is to know nothing." 19 It can be 
useful to abridge a tradition by formulating a highly abstract 
moral principle, but the dangers of misuse and abuse are great. 

is Michael Oakeshott, RaticmaJ,i,sm in Politics (New York: Barnes & Noble, 
1962), p. 185: "At all events, I may perhaps be allowed to reiterate my view 
that moral and political ' principles ' are abridgments of traditional manners of 
behavior, and to refer specific conduct to 'principles' is not what it is made to 
appear (viz. referring it to a criterion which is reliable because it is devoid of 
contingency, like a so-called 'just price)'." See also pp. 91-92, 97-98, 108. 

19 Ibid., pp. 128-129. 
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They are the same dangers we associate with a sophomore's 
use of abridged versions of great literary works. 

Oakeshott sees all explicitly formulated moral ideals and 
rules as abridgments of, and abstractions from, customary 
forms of behavior. A highly abstract moral principle of the 
kind Donagan calls fundamental is, for Oakeshott, an abridg­
ment of an abridgment. What use could an abridgment of 
an abridgment have? None, in abstraction from the tradition 
it attempts to summarize. For those who understand the tra­
dition at the level of nuanced detail, however, it might well be 
of use. I have already noted the use of general principles to 
organize and explain relatively specific rules and beliefs about 
cases. J. B. Schneewind, after criticizing the conception of 
classical first principles I have tentatively ascribed to Donagan, 
happily grants general principles an important role in carrying 
out " a critical and explicit projection of our moral beliefs to 
new kinds of problems and new combinations of circumstances" 
and in articulating " what may be called the spirit of our mo­
rality." 20 Especially when used in connection with other ele­
ments of an ethos-such as myths about the origin of the 
cosmos, theories of human nature, and stories of exemplary 
lives-general principles help us to recognize, and to teach 
others to recognize, those features of cases that count for us as 
morally relevant. 

My complaint, it should now be plain, is not with moral 
principles as such but only with the tendency to substitute 
abridgments of tradition for the genuine article. Just how far 
Donagan and I disagree on this matter I am not sure; his text 
admits of several readings, depending on how much weight is 
given to the remarks on Levi and how much to the pervasive 
use of foundationalist imagery. What matters for present pur­
poses is that this imagery, however little Donagan would have 
us make of it, offers temptations to self-deception. It can 
seduce us into thinking that because we have found some rea-

2o Schneewind, "Moral Knowledge," p. 256. 
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son for accepting a highly abstract articulation of a tradition 
we have somehow isolated that in which commitment to the 
tradition consists. In this much, at least, Donagan seems to 
have been deceived. 

V. PRACTICAL REASON AND TRADITIONAL 
PRESUPPOSITIONS 

It might seem odd tha:t someone who believes himself to 
have derived the fundamental principle of morality from a 
Kantian theory of practical reason could find any room in his 
ethical theory for the notion of tradition. Pure practical rea­
son, made transparent to itself in transcendental reflection, 
would seem sufficient. The theory of practical reason, and the 
theory of morality it supports, will no doubt be transmitted 
through history by a tradition, but the tradition seems destined 
to be inessential. For pure practical reason, operating by itself, 
should in principle be enough to guarantee the desired result, 
and it is the possession of every rational agent, regardless of 
his or her access to the preferred tradition. It may nonetheless 
prove prudent to check one's results against traditional ma­
terials. Anyone, after all, can make mistakes in the employ­
ment or transcendental analysis of practical reason. Famil­
iarity with the tradition breeds contempt for these mistakes, 
as well as the critical capacity to recognize them-most of 
which have been both made and diagnosed before. But when 
tradition is consulted in this fashion, its function is to help us 
overcome our imperfections as rational creatures. Were we 
completely and perfectly rational, it would seem, our need of 
tradition would fall away. 

Thus Kant, who took the notion of pure practical reason 
seriously if anybody did, treated the religious traditions as 
vehicles of pure rationality-vehicles suited to the needs of 
imperfect sensuous humanity but ultimately to be rendered 
obsolete or superfluous by moral progress. He gave tradition 
more of a role than many of his rationalist predecessors and 
successors have, but the end result was the same: we were 
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meant to hope for the day when tradition had been left behind 
and reason could shine forth in all its purity. The idea that 
sensuous humanity is imperfect in various degrees at various 
times and places in its history, allowed him to dismiss tradi­
tions sharply at odds with his own as relatively low on the 
ladder of moral progress and thereby to avoid treating them 
as potential counter-evidence to his claims about the universal­
ity of reason.21 

Donagan does not follow his mentor in this direction. Few 
recent heirs to the Kantian tradition have. Yet unlike most 
neo-Kantian ethical theorists, Donagan recognizes the need to 
account for the existence of divergent traditions in a way that 
does not sacrifice Kantian claims about universality. If di, 
vergent traditions are not simply to be dismissed as so many 
signs of the sensuous side of human nature leading the morally 
imperfect astray, then their very existence seems to become 
prima faoie evidence against the conclusion that Kantian ethics 
flows straightforwardly from " our common rationality." In 
his preface, Donagan credits James Mackie with "forcibly 
pointing this out, in discussing a paper of mine read in Mel­
bourne in 1968." Donagan poses the problem as follows: 

The moral tradition associated with the Jewish and Christian reli­
gions is incompatible in various respects with other venerable 
moral traditions, for example that of Hinduism. Hence a theory 
according to which that tradition was simply derivable from a 
theory of practical reason would imply that those who follow 
others, for example Hindus, are either deficient in practical reason 
or inept at exercising it. (xv) 

Because he found this consequence unacceptable, Donagan felt 
he had to abandon the Kantian idea that a theory of practical 
reason suffices to establish the morality of the Hebrew­
Christian tradition. A theory of practical _reason remains nec­
essary, he now thinks, but certain additional presuppositions 
must also be brought in. All rational agents, whatever their 

21 I discuss this aspect of Kant's thought in The Flight from Authority, chaps. 
10 and 11. 
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tradition, employ the same practical reason. The conclusions 
they reach in employing their common rationality differ, how­
ever, insofar as the presuppositions they make differ, and these 
presuppositions vary from one tradition to another. The notion 
of tradition is therefore essential to the explanation of moral 
disagreement and assumes an importance it does not have in 
the greater part of the Kantian tradition. Equally significant, 
the theory of morality itself is relativized to traditional meta­
physical presuppositions that are by no means universally 
shared. To arrive at the conclusions he desires, Donagan must 
invoke a controversial set of assumptions the defense of which 
does not belong to moral theory properly conceived. 

We need not concern ourselves here with one group of pre­
suppositions Donagan discusses-that which pertains to ac­
tions, circumstances, and consequences (37-52). For our pur­
poses, greater interest attaches to " the presuppositions of the 
Hebrew-Christian tradition about the nature of human beings 
and their world" (33). The distinctiveness of these latter pre­
suppositions can be " most economically ascertained " in a brief 
comparison with a " rich alien tradition " that reaches differ­
ent conclusions about permissible human conduct. Donagan 
devotes four pages (33-36) to a comparison of the Hebrew­
Christian tradition and Hinduism.22 Two crucial presuppositions 
of the Hebrew-Christian tradition emerge from this compari­
son: first, that man, considered as a moral agent, is a rational 
animal; and second, that the world man inhabits is a system 
of nature, in which events occur according to morally neutral 
laws. Man is an animal, not a soul transmigrating through 
a series of bodies. He is, moreover, rational in the sense spelled 
out in the theory of practical reason: autonomous, self-existent, 
an end-in-itself. He is not essentially a member of this or that 
caste, nor the product of decisions taken in previous lives as 

22 Donagan's interpretation of Hinduism and his appeal to traditional pre­
suppositions as an explanation of moral disagreement can both be traced to the 
influence of Arthur Danto, Mysticism and Morality: Oriental Thouaht and Moral 
Phuosophy (New York: Basic Books, 1972). 
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governed by the law of Karma. The consequences of his acts do 
indeed reverberate through history, but not by virtue of their 
moral properties. 

The comparison is brief, to be sure. It is certainly too brief 
to do justice to Hinduism, though to object to it for that rea­
son woald be to miss the point. More to the point is the ques­
tion of whether a brief comparison with Hinduism does enough 
to bring the Hebrew-Christian tradition's metaphysical assump­
tions into view. For Hinduism provides only one of many 
relevant contrasting cases. Recall that, for Donagan, " the 
Hebrew-Christian moral tradition" is little more than a list 
of canonical texts drawn up with Kant in mind. Recall further 
that, if Farley's criticisms are any indication, it is the thinness 
of Donagan's assumptions about human nature that separates 
his (Kantian) strand of the tradition from the rest. What we 
need to hear from Donagan is why his selection of presupposi­
tions from the tradition is the appropriate one- and, in par­
ticular, why it should be as thin as it is. There ·are many pos­
sibilities to be confronted closer to home than India, which is 
to say, within. the traditon of philosophical and theological 
ethics Donagan misleading identifies with its Kantian strand. 
To amend or reject Donagan's presuppositions, or even to set 
them within the context of a richer theory, is to call all of his 
results-from the fundamental principle to the most specific 
precept-into question. 

Donagan's account of his presuppositions is as thin as it is, 
I imagine, mainly because he saw himself as making the small­
est adjustment in his theory required to respond adequately 
to Mackie's objection. He sought to retain as much of the 
standard Kantian picture as possible while replacing Kant's 
account of moral disagreement. The new account of moral dis­
agreement, with its appeal to the notion of tradition-bound pre­
suppositions, was then stitched into place to cover the flaw. 
The patchwork was meant to be minor. No presuppositions be­
yond those needed to handle Mackie were to be introduced. 

Unfortunately, the seams show. Worse than that, there 
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seems little reason to expect them to hold together. The re­
pair alters the structure of the theory significantly. In the 
standard Kantian account, the appeal to pure practical reason 
as an ingredient of our common rationality is meant to explain, 
all by itself, why one system of mores is to be preferred to the 
alternatives. It follows that failure to reach the preferred con­
clusions must involve the intrusion of irrational or nonrational 
factors. Donagan's attempt to interpret disagreement more 
charitably, by making representatives of alien traditions ra­
tional relative to their own presuppositions, shifts the explana­
tory burden decisively. Practical reason loses its purity, and in 
so doing ceases to play a genuinely explanatory role in the 
theory. Moral conclusions are now justified not so much 
by " our common rationality " as by a network of presup­
positions, precedents, and precepts embedded in a specific his­
torical tradition. To say why a particular precept counts as 
justified is to show that it can be tied into a coherent network 
including elements of all these kinds and to give a Levi-like 
story recounting the spiral of visions and revisions that led us 
to view the current network as superior to its ancestors and 
competitors. If so, we shall have to hear much more about pre­
suppositions and also a much more elaborate Levi-like story 
than Donagan has given us. 

In short, the adjustment Donagan rightly makes in the 
standard Kantian theory is not a; minor one at all. The new 
talk of traditions and presuppositions and virtuously circular 
reasoning not only fails to combine easily with the old talk of 
practical reason and common rationality, it also makes the old 
talk seem utterly vacuous. There are, in effect, two books here. 
One is Kantian in form, takes seriously the notion of universal 
reason, and stresses the notion of a fundamental principle on 
which all authentic moral precepts depend. The other is 
Hegelian in form, sees moral reasoning as essentially rooted in 
historical context, and requires completion in a spiralling nar­
rative in which foundationalist imagery has no place. These 
two books are not in fact compatible, but in The Theory of 
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Morality we can see the first giving way, however partially and 
reluctantly, to the second. 

VI. MORAL/TAT AND SITTLICHKEIT 

My own sympathies lie, obviously enough, with Hegel, not 
with Kant, and my attempts to bring out the implicitly Hegel­
ian tendencies in Donagan's explicitly Kantian writing is a 
classically Hegelian dialectical maneuvre. What remains to 
be considered is Donagan's defense of Kant against Hegelian 
objections, which occupies the entire second section of his 
book's first chapter. This defense deploys two arguments. The 
first tries to refute Hegel's charge that Kantian morality 
(M oralitat) ultimately reduces to " an empty formalism" that 

is " defective because it is purely abstract." The second aims 
to show that Hegel's own position, which clairrw to find con­
tent for the ethical life in the ethos (Sittlichkeit) of an actual 
community, itself proves empty in the sense that "any filling 
whatever " is allowed wherever the restrictions of practical rea­
son are not in force. Let us now consider each argument in 
turn, keeping in mind as we do all that we have learned about 
the tension between Kantian and non-Kantian elements in 
Donagan's work. 

Donagan introduces his first argument by granting that 
Kant's first formulation of the categorical imperative, which 
involves the requirement of universalizability, " helped to 
create an impression that he took it to be empty," as did his 
claim that the fundamental principle is purely formal. "But," 
Donagan warns, 

that impression cannot be sustained. In Kant's terminology, 
" formal " principles are contrasted with " material " ones, that is, 
with principles grounded in experience and interest. There is no 
implication that they are compatible with any content whatever. 
Moreover, he went on to maintain that his fundamental principle 
presupposes that action has an end prescribed by reason and not by 
interest or whim, to wit, rational nature itself; and that, accord­
ingly, it has a second formula, equivalent to the first, namely, Act 
so that you treat humanity, whether in your own person or in that 



192 JEFFREY STOUT 

of another, always as an end and never as a means only. It is there­
fore evident that he did not think of the formal first principle of 
morality as devoid of content. (13, italics i.n original) 

So if Hegel was saying that Kant thought the fundamental 
principle of Moralitat to be empty, the error was clearly 
Hegel's. 

There is, of course, a more charitable interpretation of what 
Hegel was saying. We can imagine Hegel reasoning as follows. 
Let us take Kant at his word: the first formulation of the 
categorical imperative is fundamental; the others are all 
equivalent to it. If we grant this much, and the first formula­
tion does not in fact yield a determinate content for morality, 
then it follows that Kant's system is, in the relevant sense, 
empty. It is merely formal in a sense more telling than Kant is 
prepared to allow. 

Notice that Donagan is himself bound to accept this infer­
ence, given Kant's own assumptions, for he rejects the first 
formulation of the categorical imperative as a candidate for 
fundamental principle precisely because it requires nothing 
more than impartiality and therefore fails to pick out a unique 
system of mores. This is why he favors the principle of re­
spect, Kant's second formulation of the categorical imperative, 
and also why he cannot treat the two formulations as equiva­
lent. We can view Donagan's system as a possible reformula­
tion of Kant's, grounded in the admission that Hegel was right 
about universalizability. 

The further question, however, is whether Hegel's objections 
have any force against a position like Donagan's, in which the 
second formulation has been made fundamental and the equiva­
lence of the two formulations is denied. Donagan admits that 
" the onus probandi lies upon those who assert that pure rea­
son furnishes substantive moral principles," that anyone who 
follows Kant's model "thereby undertakes to demonstrate" 
how the principles of morality " are required by pure reason " 
(13-14). And he reserves this undertaking for succeeding chap­

ters of his book. But we have seen that Donagan demonstrates 
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nothing of the kind, for in responding to Mackie's criticism he 
has had to gmnt that pure reason, by itself, does not suffice to 
generate a specific content for morality, that tradition-bound 
presuppositions tum out to be essential in precisely the way 
Hegel would have supposed. Hegel's point, I take it, was that 
reason is always parasitic on tradition in this way. Pure rea­
son is an abstraction from which no unique content can be de­
rived. When we think we have derived something determinate, 
close inspection will always reveal that this content actually 
derives from a previously unacknowledged tradition. It is 
Donagan's occasional (albeit reluctant) admission of this fact 
that constitutes the Hegelian tendency in his work. Had he 
taken this admission fully to heart, his heart would no longer 
belong to Kant. 

So much for the first argument. What about the second? 
The worry behind Donagan's second argument against Hegel 
seems to be the familiar one that, in the absence of fundamental 
principles established by pure reason, we would simply be left 
at the mercy of whatever our traditions happen to hold. We 
would be left, in other words, without the means to criticize. 
Rationality essentially relative to traditional presuppositions 
is not rationality at all but rather an exercise of unchecked 
prejudice. 

We can see at once that if I am right about the Hegelian 
tendencies in Donagan's work, this argument causes exactly as 
much trouble for Donagan as it does for Hegel. How much, 
then, does it cause? None, so far as I can tell. To begin with, 
unless something substantial can be made of the appeal to pure 
reason without tacitly smuggling in the content donated by a 
tradition, we should not be tempted to think of our moral 
thought as lacking in some respect simply because it has not 
been given a basis in pure reason. To have such a basis would 
not be to have anything more than we already have. Further­
more, it remains to be shown that tradition-bound thought is 
necessarily uncritical. We may have no power to transcend our 
traditional inheritance completely-for we are finite, historical-
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ly situated beings-but we do not have to rise above history 
to call our assumptions in question. The attempt to stand 
outside one's age, Hegel says in a famous phrase, is like trying 
to jump over Rhodes. You cannot do it. The real danger comes 
when you think you have. For then you will be more likely 
than ever to set limits to criticism. You will view some of your 
assumptions as eternal deliverances of reason. It would be bet­
ter to think of them as prejudices (in Gadamer's sense)-as 
prejudgments any one of which can in principle be placed in 
question provided most are kept in place at any given moment. 

Donagan concedes that "Hegel's observations on morality 
contain much that is true. A moral life cannot be solely the 
conscious following of explicit moral precepts" (10). It must 
also involve " what Michael Oakeshott has called ' a habit of 
affection and conduct.' " Moreover, "the tradition of such a 
disposition " can be capable of change. "The kind of change 
which belongs to it, as Oakeshott has remarked, ' is analogous 
to the change to which a living language is subject: nothing is 
more habitual or customary than our ways of speech, and noth­
ing is more continuously invaded by change'" (11). Never­
theless, Donagan charges, 

Hegel did not perceive that a pure morality of affection and con­
duct-a morality the content of which is wholly a matter of shar­
ing the unselfconscious mores of an actual community-is weak 
both internally and externally. Its internal movement, Oakeshott 
has observed, which '"does not spring from reflection on moral 
principles, ... does not amount to moral self-criticism." Hence it 
has little power of recovery if, as is probable, " it degenerates into 
superstition, or a crisis supervenes." (14) 

Perhaps Donagan's worry is not with reliance upon tradition 
as such but rather with reliance upon traditions that have, 
through a " process of degeneration," allowed " the practice of 
self-criticism" to fall into disuse (14-15) . 

There are times, no doubt, when our traditions degenerate 
in this way.23 It remains doubtful,. however, whether pure rea-

23 Oakeshott writes (pp. 107-108): "The remedy usually favoured in these 
cases is a transfusion of a specially rich mixture of ideals, principles, rules and 
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son can rescue us from the difficulty, for it remains doubtful 
whether pure reason can do anything. The appeal to pure rea­
son, according to both Hegel and Oakeshott, is a symptom of 
the disease it sets out to cure. M oralitiit is parasitic on tradi­
tion, but it is also a form of alienation from the tradition on 
which it secretly depends and a sign of fragmentation of the 
ethos from which that tradition descends. Donagan is simply 
wrong when he charges Hegel with a failure to recognize the 
weakness of completely unselfconscious Sittlichkeit. It was a 
major aim of the Phenomenology of Spirit to show, against one­
sided Romanticism, that unselfconscious Sittlichkeit could not 
help but break down. Nor did Hegel advise a return to unself­
consciousness, which he knew to be impossible. He hoped in­
stead for the emergence of a genuinely self-conscious Sittlich­
keit. Like Oakeshott, he sought to call attention to the fact 
that the moral life is-entirely in the first instance, but always 
in large measure-an unreflective habit of affection and con­
duct. Also like Oakeshott, he saw moralities of abstract ideals 
and principles as invitations to self-deception, and concluded 
that moral reflection must find its roots in an actual way of 
life as a wholly immanent kind of rationality. 

purposes. And there are two conditions in which this remedy may have the 
desired result: first, if the ideals, principles, etc., are themselves drawn from the 
ailing moral tradition, or (shall we say) from the same blood-group as the pa­
tient; and secondly, if the patient can assimilate the transfusion and transform 
good behavior into a knowledge of how to behave. The first of these conditions 
is easily satisfied: the only principles and ideals available are in fact abridgments 
of the lost knowledge of how to behave. They may be presented as something 
more imposing-as gifts straight from the gods--and a superstitious reverence 
may be accorded them on account of this appearance; but it is doubtful whether 
this indulgence in illusion will increase the chances of the cure being effective. 
The second condition is more difficult to satisfy .... In the end, the cure depends 
upon the native strength of the patient; it depends upon the unimpaired relics 
of his knowledge of how to behave." "The predicament of Western morals," 
Oakeshott claims (p. 79), is not only that a morality of ideals and rules has 
come to dominate our moral life, " a dominance ruinous to a settled habit of 
behaviour," but also " that we have come to think of this dominance as a benefit 
for which we should be grateful or an achievement of which we should be proud." 
His own purpose, he says, " is to disclose the corrupt consciousness, the self­
deception which reconciles us to our misfortune." 



196 JEFFREY STOUT 

What might this immanent rationality be? Hegel's an­
swer, to the extent that it depends upon his metaphysics of 
Absolute Spirit, nowadays seems highly dubious. But what re­
mains of his answer once the metaphysics has been :filtered 
out? What remains, I submit, is Levi's spiralling process of in­
novation, criticism, and revision-the immanent rationality of 
a tradition in which habitual action and reflective thought are 
related dialectically. Such a tradition, writes Oakeshott, 

... is neither fixed nor finished; it has no changeless centre to which 
understanding can anchor itself; there is no sovereign purpose to be 
perceived or invariable direction to be detected; there is no model 
to be copied, idea to be realized, or rule to be followed. Some parts 
of it may change more slowly than others, but none is immune from 
change. Everything is temporary. Nevertheless, though a tradi­
tion of behaviour is flimsy and elusive, it is not without identity, 
and what makes it a possible object of knowledge is the fact that 
all of its parts do not change at the same time and that the changes 
it undergoes are potential within it. Its principle is a principle of 
continuity: authority is diffused between past, present, and future; 
between the old, the new, and what is to come. It is steady because, 
though it moves, it is never wholly in motion; and though it is 
tranquil, it is never wholly at rest. Nothing that ever belonged 
to it is completely lost; we are always swerving back to recover and 
make something topical out of even its remotest moments: and 
nothing for long remains unmodified. 24 

The philosophical interest of such a tradition, if it is our own, 
is that whatever problems we face, as well as the conceptual 
resources we have at our disposal for resolving them, belong 
lo it. To fail to understand it is to fail to understand ourselves. 
But we shall never understand it by making all its diversity 
seem inessential or by reducing its richness to a single idea. For 
that we shall need a complicated story and the patience to 
narrate its details. 

Princeton University 
Princeton, N cw J ei·sey 

24 Oakeshott, p. 128. 

JEFFREY STOUT 



A HEIDEGGERIAN INTERPRETATION OF NEGATIVE 
THEOLOGY IN PLOTINUS 

I N THIS PAPER I wish to pose a very broad question and 
answer it in equaily broad terms: namely, what is the his­
torical and philosophical significance of Plotinus's asser­

tion that The One is beyond Being? It is my contention that 
this question has never really been faced squarely or answered 
with much insight. While my comments here will be necessarily 
brief, it is hoped that they will suffice to outline a plausible and 
original interpretation of the problem and its resolution. 

Plotinus's position is stated succintly in a great number of 
passages from the Enneads; the following are quite typical: 

There exists a Principle which transcends Being [To 
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the metaphyscally inclined Pythagorean to speak of a One be­
yond duality and plurality; but what intuitive sense does it 
make to speak of the Beyond-Being? 

Two approaches have been taken in answering this question. 
The first approach is to stress the radically negative character 
of The One as Non-Being. Most commentators acknowledge 
the validity of this approach, especially since Plotinus more 
often than not characterizes The One in such negative tenns. 
However, few have gone this route without qualification-and 
for good reason. For if The One is really Non-Being, nothing 
at all, then The One can be reduced to Matter, which Plotinus 
also understood as nothingness. The Good (The One) and Evil 
(Matter) thus become one and the same, and the entire mean­
ing of Plotinus's philosophy disappears in a fog. It seems very 
unlikely that Plotinus should he understood in such a way. 
While it is true that negative characterizations of The One pre­
dominate in the Enneads, it is perfectly legitimate to speak of 
The One as real, even if beyond Being; whereas Matter cannot 
even be said to be real. But we have not justified this claim, 
and indeed its justification remains problematic. 

There is a second approach which historically has been more 
attractive to philosophers and theologians. This approach is 
just the opposite of the previous one. It is that The One is 
really Being in some sense, that Plotinus exaggerates the nega­
tivity of his ultimate principle. I shall call this approach 
"Hegelian," since it was Hegel who first proposed this inter­
pretation of Plotinus in a definitive fashion. But the approach 
itself had a long history before Hegel pronounced on the matter. 

Among the first to understand Plotinus's thought along these 
lines was Marius Victorinus. Victorinus, as R. A. Markus has 
pointed out, telescoped Plotinus's three hypostases into one, 
concluding that the first hypostasis-does in fact have formless 
being (esse), though this is to be distinguished from 3v or the 
formed being of the second hypostasis.3 Thus, as Markus con-

3 R. A. Markus, " Marius Victorinus and Augustine," from The Cambridge 
History of Later Greek and Early Medieval Philosophy (ed. A. H. Armstrong), 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1967), p. SS6. 
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eludes, " absolute transcendence is brought into the realm of 
being." 4 

Victorinus was, not coincidentally, the source of St. Augus­
tine's contact with Neoplatonism, for it was Victorinus's trans­
lation of Plotinus which may have converted Augustine from 
hls materialism. Augustine, influenced by his Christian faith, 
also engaged in the telescoping of the three hypostases in order 
to be able to predicate unity univocally of each of the three 
persons in the Trinity.5 Augustine's influence on this, as on so 
many questions, was decisive for subsequent Christian thinkers. 

But the influence of Aristotle in the 12th and 18th centuries 
also helped to eliminate the idea that the supreme reality was 
really beyond Nous or Being. The scholastic tradition is in this 
sense quite unfaithful to Plotinus, however indebted it may be 
to N eoplatonism in other respects. 

It was this scholastic and Aristotelian tradition that formed 
the basis of modern idealism beginning with Descartes and 
especially Spinoza. For Spinoza, reality was itself absolute Be­
ing, not Non-Being or the Beyond-Being. And it is significant 
that Hegel's notion of the Absolute was molded in the image of 
Aristotle's and Spinoza's God. Hegel's chief claim is that think­
ing and being are the same, and that negativity, nothingness, 
is what makes for the dynamic, internal life of the Absolute. 
One cannot speak of what is beyond the Absolute Being in 
Hegel's sense. 

4 Jbid. 
5 Adolph Harnack, History of Dogma, Vol. IV, trans. by Neil Buchanan (New 

York: Dover Publications, Inc., 1961), p. 
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Perhaps even more significant and influential was Hegel's ex­
planation of Plotinus in his epoch-making Lectures on the His­
tory of Philosophy. Hegel consistently refers to Plotinus's The 
One as Being (Sein): 

The first, the absolute, the basis, is here, as with Philo, pure 
Being, the unchangeable, which is the basis and the cause of all 
Being that appears, whose potentiality is not apart from its actual­
ity, but is absolute actuality in itself.6 

This unity has no multiplicity in it, or multiplicity is not im­
plicit; unity is only as it was for Parmenides and Zeno, absolute, 
pure Being ... 7 

Hegel's interpretation of Plotinus is entirely misleading on this 
point, for Plotinus's The One cannot with fairness be charac­
terized by the infinitive-noun Sein .. To do so is to merge The 
One with Nous so as to make them indistinguishable. 

This misinterpretation by Hegel has not helped to clear the 
air. As late as 1921, one finds the Plotinian scholar Fritz Heine­
mann saymg: 

Thus the One is the Unity of Being and Nonbeing, of the Ra­
tional and the Irrational, of the All and the Nothing.8 

In this respect the notion of The One is a dialectical concept 
" which at its root is identical with the Hegelian concept of 
pure being, except Hegel regards it as immanent, Plotinus as 
transcendent." 9 Thus the spirit of Hegel continues to obscure 
the real Plotinus. 

If common sense cannot recommend the first approach (the 
reduction of The One to Non-Being), neither can historical 

6 G. W. F. Hegel, Lectures on the History of Philosophy, tr. Elizabeth S. Hal­
dane and Frances Simson (London: Kegan Paul, Trench, Truebner, & Co., 1892-
96)' p. 413. 

7 Ibid. 
s Fritz Heinemann, Plotin: Forschungen ii.ber die plotinische Frage, Plotins 

Entwiclclung und sein System (Leipzig: Felix Meiner, 1921), p. 253. My trans­
lation. The original reads: " So ist das Eine die Einheit von Sein und Nichtsein, 
von Rationalem und Irrationalem, von Allem und Nichts." 

9 Jbid. My translation. The original reads: " ... der in seinem Kern identisch 
ist mit dem hegelschen Begrifl' des reinen Seins, nur dass Hegel diesen immanent, 
Plotin transzendent denkt. . ." 
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accuracy recommend the Hegelian reduction of The One to 

Being. But what is left after this apparent failure? The first 
approach, more faithful to the spirit of Plotinus, would seem to 
be ultimately fatal in its ontological implications. Hence, one 
is driven to the second approach, which does seem more in ac­
cord with traditional metaphysical sensibilities. Yet this ap­
proach clearly waters down the negativity of Plotinus's theol­
ogy. Is it possible to understand The One as Being in some 
sense, and still preserve the radical negative theology that is so 
characteristic of Plotinian mysticism? I believe that this is pos­
sible. I would like to explore such an alternative, inspired in 
part by Heidegger's later writings. I believe that such an ap­
proach will clarify both Plotinus's real position and illumine his 
significance in the history of philosophy. 

Heidegger has pointed out the primordial Greek interpreta­
tion of the Being ( ovu£a) of beings as the presencing of presence 
('1rapovu{a) •10 The meaning of this interpretation is that which 
resides in the very meaning of presence: " to be present is to 
come close by, to be here in contrast and conflict with to be 
away." 11 The presencing of presence, Heidegger goes on to ex­
plain, is a rise from unconcealment. Being, as the presencing of 
presence, is an entry into a duration of unconcealment. Un­
concealment 
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But this original unconcealment of Being as presence is, 
"more and more obscured in different ways." 13 One of the first 
and most important ways in which Being is obscured is in the 
reduction of the duration of unconcealment-Presence-into 
the now, in relation to which one may speak of a " no longer 
now" and a "not yet now." Thus the duration of unconceal­
ment becomes the unity of temporal moments-past and fu­
ture-grounded in a perpetual passing away of the present. It 
is this sequence of present moments that allows us to calculate 
time and accordingly calculate what occurs in time. 

Another important development in the obscuring of Being 
is the separation of presencing (the verbal) from what-is-pres­
ent (the nominal) . There comes into view the distinction be­
tween essence and existence, subject and object. With the 
grounding of metaphysics in the thinking about subjects and 
objects, the stage is set for the scientific and technological domi­
nation of the planet by the will to power. The will to power 
can be understood as the absolute objectification of reality for 
the sake of the reign of absolute subjectivity. This last develop­
ment marks the advent of nihilism and possibility of world­
destruction. Hence Heidegger feels it of infinite importance to 
overcome this development into nihilism, a development which 
began with the forgetting of Being in Greek civilization. 

Heidegger has throughout his writings an aim which is only 
at first sight twofold: to understand the Greek interpretation 
of Being, and to begin along the path toward Being today. In 
fact, these two aims are closely interrelated. For to begin along 
the path toward Being today we must, as Heidegger says, 

... pursue more originally what the Greeks have thought, to see it 
in the source of its reality. To see it so is in its own way Greek, 
and yet in respect of what it sees is no longer, is never again, 
Greek.a -

18 Martin Heidegger, On "Time and Being", trans. Joan Stambaugh (New 
York: Harper & Row, Publishers, 197Q), p. 9. 

14 Martin Heidegger, On the Way to Language, trans. Peter D. Hertz (New 
York: Harper & Row, Publishers, 1971), p. 39. 
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what is original, what is fresh about Plotinus is precisely what 
is so awkward about him for the Hegelian or Aristotelian: his 
subordination of Being to the beyond-Being. It is this that has 
stuck in the throats of those who have blindly affirmed the 
primacy of the received doctrine of Being. The One is perhaps 
the only doctrine after Aristotle and Plato that faithfully, if 
sometimes unknowingly and awkwardly, preserves Reality from 
the traditional doctrine of Being. 

It is this that constitutes the enduring philosophical signifi­
cance of Plotinus and N eoplatonism: for Plotinus in this way 
kept open the path to Being. It is in this respect that he may 
be of relevance to us today in the search for the meaning of 
Being. In Heidegger's words, 

When thought's courage stems from 
The bidding of Being, then 
Destiny's language thrives.25• 26 

402 W. South 
Albany, Missouri 

EUGENE F. BALES 

25 Martin Heidegger, Poetry, Language, Thought, trans. and Introduction by 
Albert Hofstadter ("Harper Colophon Books_"; New York: Harper and Row, 
Publishers, 1970), p. 5. 

26 I wish to thank Dr. John Kultgen, Department of Philosophy, University of 
Missouri-Columbia, and Mr. Larry Jones, New York City, for their invaluable 
criticism and advice in the editing of this paper. An earlier version of this paper 
was accepted for presentation at a regional meeting of the International Society 
for Neoplatonic Studies, Milwaukee, Wisconsin, April 24, 1981. 



IMPLICIT FAITH, GENERAL REVELATION AND THE 
STATE OF NON-CHRISTIANS 

C HRISTIANS HA VE generally taught that member­
ship in the Christian community is necessary for 
salvation.1 

This teaching is not so odd as it is sometimes made to seem. 
Other religious communities have analogous doctrines. Thera­
vada Buddhism, for example, teaches that Nirvana can be at­
tained only by the following of the Excellent Eightfold Path. 
Religious traditions which propose specific ultimate goals for 
human life-as Christianity, Theravada and other major tradi­
tions clearly do-have generally not shown themselves to be 
indifferent about the means by which these goals are achieved. 
The capacities to attain and enjoy certain kinds of ends of life 
depend in large measure on courses of life shaped by the par­
ticular practices, values and beliefs commended by religious 
communities in their central doctrines. It is not from arrogance 
that a religious community teaches that a certain course of life 
is necessary for the attainment of the true aim of life, or that 
other courses of life can delay, divert or impede human beings 
who might otherwise be set on the right track. One way of 
making this point in Christianity has been to say that mem­
bership in the Christian community is necessary for salvation. 

Since Christians have also fairly consistently taught that 
salvation is the true aim of life for all human beings without 
exception and that this is willed by God, Christian theologians 

1 This paper is a slightly revised version of one delivered at a University of 
Dallas convocation honoring St. Thomas Aquinas in 198!!. I have benefited from 
several clarifications offered in two papers by Dallas faculty respondents on that 
occasion, Mark D. Jordan of the Department of Philosophy and Peter C. Phan 
of the Department of Theology. 
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have historically devoted considerable intellectual energy to 
establishing the possibility of a hidden or virtual association 
with the Christian community on the part of persons who are 
the members of other religious communities or who profess no 
religious allegiances at all but nonetheless appear to be on the 
right track. In arguing for the possibility of a hidden affilia­
tion of this kind, theologians ha.ve commonly relied on the pre­
sumption that the morally upright and altruistic lives of non­
Christians, and perhaps even some of their communities' doc­
trines, express their possession of an implicit Christian faith ac­
tivated by some general, extra-Christian revelation. In much 
the same way that explicit faith makes human beings openly 
confessing members of the Christian community, the disposi­
tion of implicit faith is said to constitute non-Christian persons 
as hidden members of the Christian community. Perhaps no 
more comprehensive and elaborate a version of this view has 
ever been offered in Christianity than the proposal advanced 
in our own day in Karl Rahner's theology of religions (under 
the tag of " anonymous Christianity ") . 

Such a view of the state of non-Christians has certain definite 
advantages. It permits Christians a measure of optimism about 
the prospects for salvation of countless good people who are not 
explicit, practicing members of the Christian community. Gen­
erally speaking, it can be claimed, such a view fosters the de­
velopment of attitudes of respect for the upright lives of non­
Christians and esteem for their religious traditions. 

But, as I shall argue in this paper, the concept of implicit 
faith, which is crucial to the elaboration of views of this kind, 
in fact poses intractable philosophical and theological difficul­
ties when used as the basis for general descriptions of the reli­
gious (and moral) states and dispositions of non-Christian per­
sons. These difficulties seem all the more acute in circum­
stances-such as those prevailing in the Catholic Church to­
day-in which a Christian community has adopted an official 
policy of interreligious dialogue. Participation in interreligious 
dialogue demands (among other things) a readiness on the part 



IMPLICIT FAITH 



J. A. DINOIA, O.P. 

grace, or "divine self-communication" in Rahner's technical 
terminology, is such that while it cannot be a directly perceived 
object of human knowledge and volition, it nonetheless can be 
said to transform the conceptual systems which human beings 
necessarily employ in the exercise of intellectual and affective 
dispositions. 

In Rahner's construal of Aquinas's philosophy of mind, ex­
perience, knowledge, volition and action-in short, every suc­
cessful exercise of mental capacities which involves reference of 
a conceptual system to the objects of experience-logically pre­
supposes an implicit grasp of the concept of "being itself." 3 

For to be disposed to use a conceptual system (first principles 
and basic concepts) to refer not simply to what is in the mind 

the Missionary Task of the Church," XII, 161-178; "Observations on the Problem 
of the 'Anonymous Christian '," XIV, 280-iW4; " Anonymous and Explicit Faith," 
XVI, 52-59; " Jesus Christ in the Non-Christian Religions," XVII, 39-50. Also 
directly relevant is his Foundations of Christian Faith (New York: Seabury, 1978), 
especially pp. 311-321. 

3 See Rahner's Spirit in the World, trans. William Dych (New York: Herder 
& Herder, 1968), especially pp. 132-236, for an extended argument for this claim. 
For the purposes of this essay the question of the suitability of Rahner's inter­
pretation of Aquinas on these issues can be left undecided. My construal of 
Rahner's concept of the Vorgrif] auf esse is dependent on the "syntactical inter­
pretation of intelligibility " in Aquinas which is proposed in Victor Preller's Divine 
Science and the Science of God: A Rcyormulation of Thomas Aquinas (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1967), especially pp. 37-73. Rahner's own way of 
reading Aquinas is different but sufficiently convergent in conclusions on the status 
of the concept of " being " for the purposes of the present argument. Although 
the appropriateness of readings of Aquinas like those of Rahner and Prel1er is not 
at issue in this essay, it is important to observe that such readings could claim 
historical support by appealing to such studies of Aquinas and the tradition as 
George A. Lindbeck's "Participation and Existence in the Interpretation of 
Aquinas," Franciscan Studies 17 (1957), 1-21, 107-125, and "The A Priori in St. 
Thomas' Theory of Knowledge," The Heritage of Christian Thought, ed. R. E. 
Cushman and E. Grislis (New York: Harper_ & Row, 1965), pp. 41-63. For 
Aquinas' theory of knowledge see especially Summa Theologiae, la. 84-89. Here 
(and elsewhere in this essay) I have adopted Anthony Kenny's renderings of 
important technical terms in the Thomistic corpus. See Kenny's introduction, 
notes and appendices to the Blackfriars edition of Summa Theologiae laf!ae. 49-54: 
Dispositions for Human Acts, XXII (London: Eyre & Spottiswoode, and New 
York: McGraw-Hill, 1964). 
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or the senses but to objects of experience is precisely what 
"having the concept of being" means. Systematic metaphysical 

. inquiry shows, in Rahner's view, that the concept of being 
resists full explication. What is implicit in every instance 
of referring concepts to reality, therefore, is not simply a judg­
ment about the actual existence of particular entities-theii 
"being as such"-but a permanently elusive excess of meaning 
which always escapes conceptualization-"being itself." The 
disposition to apply a conceptual system to the objects of ex­
perience, or "having the concept of being," involves placing the 
objects of experience (all the actual and possible existents 
which can be the objects of mental capacities) against an un­
restricted backdrop, as it were, of "being itself." The essen­
tially limited character of our concepts suggests the presence 
of a realm which is permanently beyond our powers of con­
ceptualization and expression. 

In defining that with which human beings ought uncondi­
tionally to be engaged, Rahner's philosophy of religion points 
in the direction of this realm of " being itself " in order to 
designate the religious object as "Absolute Being" or "Abso­
lute Mystery." The concept of "being itself" refers not only 
to the unrestricted horizon of being but to the unlimited and 
perhaps unitary source of all the entities which can be the ob­
jects of mental capacities.4 Given the universality of the divine 
will to enter into relationship with human beings, this implicit 
grasp of " being itself " as Absolute Being never occurs in a 
purely natural state but always as transformed by God's offer 
of himself in grace. The unlimited and unitary source of all 
entities, whose existence as Absolute Being is intimated in the 
application of conceptual systems to the objects of experience, 
can therefore be experienced as the gracious God. 

Building on these premises, Rahner argues that persons who 
accept the openness of all earthly existence to a source and 
destiny transcending present limits not only possess an indirect 

4 Karl Rahner, Harer des Wortes: Zur Grundlegung einer Religions-Philosophie, 
neubearbeitet von J. B. Metz (Mlinchen: Kosel-Verlag, 1963). 
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knowledge of God himself but have accepted his offer of grace. 
Such persons can be said to be the recipients of revelation in 

a true sense. This genuine but indirect revelation is intrinsically 
ordered to the authentic interpretation entailed only by Chris­
tian teachings and conveyed in the Christian pattern of life. 
It is only in Christianity that Absolute Mystery is rightly iden­
tified as the self-communicating Holy Trinity proclaimed by 
Jesus Christ as the source and true goal of humankind. It is 
only in Christianity that human beings are taught rightly to 
respond to this divine self-communication. Persons who have 
heard and accepted the Christian interpretation of this revela­
tion can be said to possess the divinely imparted disposition of 
" explicit faith." Although the authentic interpretation of grace 
and revelation is found only in the Christian community, the 
possibility of rightly responding to the divine self-communica­
tion is not confined to the Christian community. Persons who 
have never heard or had occasion to accept any Christian teach­
ings as authentic interpretations of grace and revelation but 
who have accepted the self-communicating revelation unawares 
can be said to possess the divinely imparted disposition of " im­
plicit faith." 

Such persons' acceptance of this grace, Rahner argues, is fur­
ther expressed in an altruistic pattern of life in which morally 
upright and unconditionally loving decisions and actions are 
ingredient. Furthermore, the acceptance of revelation and 
grace, wherever it occurs, is always made possible in virtue of 
Christ's perfectly obedient acceptance of it as representative of 
humankind, and is intrinsically ordered to a definitive embodi­
ment in him. Hence the disposition and exercise of implicit 
faith by persons who are not explicitly Christian can ap­
propriately be designated, in Rahner's view, as implicit Chris­
tian faith. Although they are the members of other religious 
communities, persons possessing this implicit faith are" anony­
mously" or hiddenly affiliated with the Christian community. 

The foregoing reconstruction of the main lines of Rahner's 
argument contains several recognizably traditional concepts 
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and claims about which most Catholic theologians would be 
likely to agree. 

According to the standard account any set of assertions seek­
ing to allow for the possibility of the salvation of persons who 
are not Christians will be consistent with the Christian scheme 
of doctrines only if ruled by the teaching influentially expressed 
in Hebrews 11: 6 "And without faith it is impossible to please 
God. For whoever would draw near to God must believe that 
he exists and that he rewards those who seek him." This pass­
age has generally been taken to mean that the disposition and 
exercise of supernaturally elevated faith are required for the 
salvation of all persons who have the capacity to reason. Prop­
erly speaking, such faith responds to God not simply on the 
grounds of natural knowledge of him but on the authority of 
God himself revealing. There has been disagreement in the tra­
dition about the specific content of this assent of faith. His­
torically there has been a consensus that the content of saving 
faith should extend certainly to the knowledge of God's exist­
ence and his disposition to " reward those who seek him " and 
probably to belief in Christ and the Trinity as well. In the his­
tory of the discussion of these issues, several theories have been 
generated to account for what is regarded as an implication of 
these claims about the necessity of faith when they are con­
sidered in the light of the doctrine of the universal salvific will, 
viz., that God provides the means by which every human being 
capable of reasoning can before death acquire the knowledge 
necessary to make an act of faith and love in him.5 

Rahner's position is traditional in seeking to take the main 
elements of this standard view into account in advancing a 
theory to allow for the knowledge necessary for acts of saving 
faith on the part of persons who are the members of other reli­
gious communities. It is traditional also in its contention that 
this saving faith affiliates such persons with the Christian com­
munity in a hidden manner, but innovative in its designation 

5 Louis Caperan, Le Probleme du salut des infideles (Toulouse: Grand Beminaire, 
1984), I, l 70ff. 
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of this hidden association as " Christian " in the strong sense 
that phrases like " anonymous " or " implicit Christianity " 
seem to entail. Let us explore now that segment of Rahner's 
argument in which a theory is advanced to allow for the possi­
bility of a divine revelation which could be the object of an 
exercise of faith on the part of persons who are not explicitly 
Christian. 

II 
Central to the development of this theory is a wide-ranging 

theological proposal concerning the doctrine of revelation in 
which "divine revelation " is viewed as an aspect of the uni­
versal divine self-communication in uncreated grace. Rahner's 
proposal exploits certain affinities between the doctrines of 
grace and revelation which are suggested by Aquinas's account 
of the virtue of supernatural faith. Specifically, this proposal 
appeals to Aquinas's these concerning the " formal object " of 
faith and concerning the grace of faith. 

Aquinas's account of the virtue of supernatural faith is pat­
terned on his general analysis of the relationship between dis­
positions and activities, and their objects.6 

According to this analysis, dispositions get their specific 
character from the activities in which they are exercised, and 
activities in turn get their specific character from their objects. 
In this analysis the term " object " is used not in the sense of 
the objective or purpose of an activity but in the sense ordi­
narily associated with the " object " of a transitive verb as 
when we say, for example, that the object of throwing is what 
is thrown, or the object of eating is what is eaten. Activities 
can be differentiated by objects under certain descriptions. In 
order to make this point Aquinas distinguishes between an ac­
tivity's "material object" (objeotum materiale) and its 
"formal object" (formalis ratio objeoti) . Activities like throw­
ing, eating and slicing which can have a single material ob­
ject-say, an apple-are distinguished because they regard the 

6 Summa Theologiae, la2ae. 18, 2, 5; see la. 77, S. 
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trine of revelation and the presence of God in grace. The be­
liever adheres to the individual truths of faith articulated in 
the Christian scheme of doctrines (sacra doctrina or revelation 
as a body of teachings) as these have been revealed by God 
and pertain to him who is present to the intellect in grace as 
the First Truth (sacra doctrina or revelation as a continuing 
divine activity) .10 

Furthermore, according to Aquinas, grace supports the assent 
of faith by acting through the will. The theological virtue of 
faith is like other intellectual dispositions in being concerned 
with the certain knowledge of truths which are neither self­
evident nor demonstrable by conclusive argumentation. Even 
when faith gives way to the beatific vision, First Truth is 
eternally beyond full conceptualization by human beings. The 
certitude which nonetheless characterizes the exercise of the 
assent of faith rests not on the relative completeness of its 
knowledge but on a divinely sustained inclination of the will. 
God, who as First Truth is the formal object of the virtue of 
faith, is also the highest Good the "possession" and enjoy­
ment of which constitutes the true and final end of human life. 
In Aquinas's account of the virtue of faith, grace is viewed as 
inclining the will to acknowledge and seek God as its final 
beatitude. The grace of faith constitutes the divinely imparted 
disposition to accept in a deeply God-oriented way what is 
heard and accepted as authentic Christian teaching in the com­
munity's proclamation. 

In Aquinas's account, therefore, God himself is at once the 
formal object of faith, the light of faith, and the final beatitude 
towards which faith draws the believer. 

Rahner's proposal about the doctrine of revelation fixes on 
this feature of Aquinas's account to help support his claim that 
the God who is proclaimed in Christian revelation and acknowl­
edged in explicit faith is the Holy Mystery who at once com­
municates and reveals himself to every human being in grace. 

10 Summa Theologiae la. I. See Per Erik Persson, Sacra Doctrina: Reason and 
Revelation in Aquinas, trans. Ross Mackenzie (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1970), 
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ject of the intellect is being itself (ens ut sfo). For this reason, 
"being-itself" is like a formal object: the intellect can know 
all entities (its material object) insofar as they exist or could 
exist (equivalently, its formal object) .11 Entities are intelligible 
and desirable in the light of their being (or, as another scho­
lastic axiom has it, ens et verum et bonum convertuntur). 
These scholastic axioms are given a Kantian twist in Rahner's 
philosophy of mind and metaphysics: to have the concept of 
being (and hence to be able to know anything at all) is to be 
ready to apply a conceptual system (minimally, first prin­
ciples) to the objects of experience. In Rahner's account the 
concept of being comes to be construed as " being itself " which 
points to Absolute Being. Rahner's appropriation of Aquinas 
permits him to advance the additional claim that Absolute 
Being-and hence the self-communicating and revealing Holy 
Mystery-can be considered as the "formal object" of all 
knowing and willing, or as the " light " (like first principles and 
a conceptual system) in which all things are known or willed. 

Several important consequences for Rahner's theology of 
revelation follow from this additional claim. If the specific 
character of the exercise of the disposition of supernatural faith 
arises from its pertaining to God or First Truth as its formal 
object, then whenever a person in knowledge and volition as­
sents to the revelation of God he or she can be said to have 
performed an act of faith. If the specific grace of faith con­
stitutes a participation in the divine truth itself, then because 
of the divine self-communication all knowledge and volition are 
permanently elevated to the light not simply the first principles 
or of Absolute Being but of the self-revealing Holy Mystery it­
self. If the specific grace of faith, furthermore, inclines the will 
of the believer to seek God as its final beatitude, then whenever 
human beings embrace their true destiny in unconditional and 
self-sacrificing love they aim their lives at God. 

11 Kenny, Action, Emotion and Will, p. 190. See also Peter Geach, "Aquinas," 
Three Philosophers, G.E.M. Anscombe and P. T. Geach (Ithaca: Cornell Uni­
versity Press, 1961), pp. 88-100. 
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Rahner's proposal concerning the doctrine of revelation is 
thus ruled by the concept of a universal divine self-communica­
tion which as uncreated grace is present as the formal object 
and light of all existentially supernatural knowing and willing. 

Because the divine self-communication is universal, revela­
tion in its primary and original sense is universal: it has a his­
tory which coincides with the whole history of humankind (in 
Rahner's technical terminology, the "universal transcendental 
history of revelation") . Throughout this history human beings 
have striven to give expression to their acknowledgment of this 
universal revelation in a variety of symbols, actions and forms 
of life some of which have been explicitly religious (and can be 
studied in the history of religions) and many of which have not 
been. Hence it is possible to speak of a history of revelation in 
a second sense, also coextensive with the history of humankind, 
as the history of the countless expressions of original and uni­
versal revelation (the "universal categorical history of revela­
tion"). The Old Covenant and Christianity have a special 
place in this history of the expressions of revelation because in 
both cases God manifested himself in a more direct way and 
furnished the means by which all human beings could respond 
to him in a relatively undistorted way (the" special categori­
cal history of revelation") . But the place of Christianity is 
unique because in Jesus Christ both the divine revelation (and 
self-communication) and the human response to it are perfect 
and definitive (the "unsurpassable climax of revelation") .12 

Rahner's proposal concerning the doctrine of revelation per­
mits him to advance a theory to explain the possibility of a 
divine revelation which could be the object of an exercise of 
saving faith on the part of persons who are not explicitly Chris­
tian. Insofar as the members of other religious communities ac­
cept the universal divine revelation (self-communication) to 
which the Christian community bears explicit witness in its life 
and doctrines, they can be said to have exercised supernatural 

12 For a summary of Rahner's theology of revelation, see his Foundations of 
Christian Faith, pp. 188-175. 



J. A. DINOIA, O.P. 

and saving faith. As members of other communities, such per­
sons evidently neither profess any Christian doctrines nor have 
access to the established means of grace available in the Chris­
tian community. In this sense, their state resembles that of 
Christians who have real faith even when they cannot fully 
articulate the meaning of the doctrines they profess (who in 
traditional terms possess "implicit faith") or who have re­
ceived the grace of a sacrament even when they have been pre­
vented from participating in the usual sacramental rite (who 
have received sacramental grace in voto.) 13 Insofar as they at­
tend in their ordinary and religious discourse and practice and 
across the whole range of their exercise of intellectual and affec­
tive dispositions to the Absolute Mystery which is in fact al­
ways revealing and communicating itself to them and drawing 
them to their supernatural destiny, the members of other reli­
gious communities can be said to attend to the formal object 
which gives the exercise of faith its specific character and to 
have received the sustaining and illuminating grace of faith. 
Rahnerian theology of religions borrows the traditional term 
and designates the dispositions of such persons as one of " im­
iplicit faith." 

With this account of implicit faith and extra-Christian reve­
lation in hand, Rahnerian theology of religions is able to ascribe 
salvific value to a certain range of moral and religious disposi­
tions and comportment on the part of non-Christians, and fur­
thermore to describe such dispositions as having Jesus Christ 
for their object-and in this way to ascribe to non-Christians a 
hidden affiliation with the Christian community. I shall restrict 
my remarks in this paper to the topics of implicit faith and 
universal revelation. 

III 

The traditional Catholic distinction between explicit and im­
plicit faith has its primary use in illuminating aspects of the 

1a See "The Word and the Eucharist," Theological Investigations, IV, 253-286, 
esp. 269/f., for an account of extra-sacramental justifying grace. 
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dispositions of Christians with respect to their adherence to and 
comprehension of central doctrines. " Implicit faith " desig­
nates in the first place the dispositions of one who is a member 
of the community, who accepts what is taught in it as right, 
true and good and who undertakes to pattern his life in accord 
with these teachings even though he may not be able fully to 
articulate all the teachings of his community in their totality 
and complexity. The disposition of faith of such a person can 
be said to be, to a certain extent, implicit.14 

A description of this sort draws attention to the theoretical 
possibility that what is accepted in a general way could be ex­
plicated given sufficient further education, study and practice. 
A definite content of valuations, beliefs and practical doctrines 
exists and is assented to with varying degrees of comprehension. 
This content-though it is not fully exhibited-could be drawn 
out and explicated. A description of this sort also draws at­
tention to the intellectual responsibility of an at least partial 
reliance on the knowledge and testimony of trustworthy au­
thorities. What one member accepts implicitly, others could 
and do articulate explicitly. As in other domains of knowledge 
and action, a religious person's reliance on the authority of 
competent individuals engaged in a community of discourse is 
both rational and appropriate. 

Thus, according to standard Catholic teaching, the notion of 
implicit faith designates in part the unrealized capacity to ex­
hibit in full the doctrines of the Christian community, and in 
part the reasonable disposition to accept on the word of trust­
worthy or official authorities what is the full account of the 
doctrines of this community. It should be noticed that the ac­
ceptance involved in the disposition of implicit faith extends 
not only to an intellectual assent to the truths of faith but also 
to the total commitment which characterizes the life of faith. 
Christian faith-implicit and explicit-concerns not only the 
adherence to certain beliefs but also the determination to give 
one's entire life a certain course in accordance with the pattern 

14 Summa Theologiae, 2a2ae. 2, 5-8; De Veritate, 14,11; see ill Sent. 25, 2, 1, ii. 
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of life fostered by the Christian community and sustained by 
its common life and worship. 

The traditional distinction between explicit and implicit. 
faith does not apply to the disposition of faith insofar as faith 
can be said, on the model of interpersonal relations, to be the 
total response of the believer to God. The logic of the concept 
of faith is such as to exclude the notion of "having faith in 
someone who is not in some sense known." In ordinary dis­
course we speak of " implicit" faith or trust precisely when we 
wish to describe our dispositions with regard to persons known 
to us. On the basis of previous experiences of their trustwor­
thiness or reliability, we feel confident about their projected 
conduct on future occasions and we are even prepared to dis­
count reports of uncharacteristic conduct in the past. Unless 
we have had real occasion to doubt them, we continue to have 
faith and trust in such persons. In such cases our faith is im­
plicit in the sense that it does not require further confirmation 
but not in the sense that it could be made explicit-though of 
course we could on certain occasions explain why it is reason­
able or how we had just come to realize (and articulate explicit­
ly) that we had always (implicitly) trusted or believed in 
someone. The use of the term " implicit " to describe our dis­
positions in such circumstances normally does not so much sug­
gest a contrast with " explicit " as it does designate the quality 
or degree of intensity in our faith. Conceivably, the expression 
" implicit faith " could in this sense be used to describe the na­
ture of our confidence in God which, presumably, will be espe­
cially intense or unshakeable. But normally we speak simply of 
" faith " in order to describe this total or relational aspect of 
our religious dispositions as they are directed to God. 

The application of the concept of "implicit faith " to the dis­
positions of persons who are not Christians represents an ex­
tension somewhat beyond the logical range of its normal use in 
theology. 

According to this extended usage (in Rahner and in other 
theologians as well), the notion designates not one's general ac-
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ceptance of teachings which one knows could be made more de­
tailed and explicit, and be nonetheless acceptable. Rather it 
designates in the case of the members of other religious com­
munities the implicit acceptance of a revelation of which they 
are by definition (since they are not Christians) unaware or 
which they explicitly reject. In this case what is unexpressed 
is the fundamentally right course which they have set for their 
lives (from the Christian point of view) and which could in 
principle be pointed out to them. Their explicit descriptions of 
their beliefs, dispositions and conduct could with varying de­
grees of accuracy reflect their actual states of mind and being, 
but only a Christian description could be fully adequate. The 
intrinsic logical connection between " implicit " and " explicit " 
when the distinction is used to describe the disposition of Chris­
tian faith is loosened here to allow for the possibility of a par­
tial or otherwise inadequately articulated adherence on the part 
of non-Christians to the doctrines knowledge of which is re­
garded as necessary for salvation as Christianity defines it. 

The Catholic notion of " implicit faith " can be developed, as 
I have noted, in combination with a variety of theories account­
ing for the possession of the requisite knowledge on the part of 
non-Christians and a variety of descriptions of the content of 
this knowledge. What is noteworthy about most versions of 
this extended usage of the notion is that they prescind from a 
condition which the standard theological use of the notion gen­
erally involves, viz., a potentially explicable and publicly iden­
tifiable body of teachings implicitly held (on the whole) on the 
authority of competent or official teachers. Versions of this ex­
tended usage which seek to incorporate relational aspects of our 
dispositions and actions as they are directed to God in addi­
tion prescind from a condition of " implicit faith " in its ordi­
nary use, viz., explicit knowledge of the reliability of some exis­
tent in view of which confidence about its conduct in given 
circumstances is reasonable. In Rahnerian theology of religions 
as I have reconstructed it above the concept of" implicit Chris­
tian faith " extends the standard theological notion in both of 
these ways. 
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It may be that the traditional notion of implicit faith as ap­
plied to the dispositions of certain non-Christians would have 
a certain plausibility in circumstances of limited interaction. 
Such a theological formulation might be appropriate in circum­
stances where few if any non-Christians are actually encount­
ered or where little is known about the doctrines of their com­
nmnities. But in the present situation this notion inevitably 
suggests that the self-descriptions which the members of other 
religious communities might provide on the basis of their own 
doctrines could never give an adequate account of their reli­
gious dispositions. Nothing they could say in the course of 
proposing their doctrines (in dialogue or other situations) 
would rule out the possibility that a Christian theology of reli­
gions could define their states of mind and being in terms of 
implicit Christian faith. In view of the recommendation to en­
gage in dialogue promulgated by the Second Vatican Council, 
a fullblown theory of implicit Christian faith mounted to de­
scribe the dispositions of non-Christians could seem incon­
gruous. The concept of implicit faith as it appears in Rahner's 
theology of religions shares this deficiency with other exten­
sions of the standard notion beyond the limited use it can have 
in describing an aspect of the faith of Christans. 

Suppose we formulate the point of these extensions of the 
concept of implicit faith in this way: non-Christians can attain 
salvation by implicitly believing and hoping in Jesus Christ. 
In this formulation the term " attain " appears to be an inten­
tional word: if someone attains something, he intended (tried, 
hoped) to attain it. When he has succeeded, we could say that 
he succeeded because he did what was necessary. But the 
phrase "implicitly believing and hoping" seems noninten­
tional: the whole point of " implicit " in this formulation is that 
one does not intend to believe or hope but does so implicitly. 
One is not aware that one is doing it-not aware that one is 
believing what (someone else says) he is believing implicitly. 
The incongruity in this formulation is that someone is said to 
be on the way to succeeding in something he intends to do 
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(" attaining salvation ") only by doing something he does not 
intend to ("implicitly believing") . 

Formulations ascribing implicit Christian faith to non-Chris­
tian persons inevitably suggest that they could never provide 
a correct description, in terms of their explicitly held beliefs, of 
what it is they are doing and why-in view of some religious 
aim-they are doing it. Serious participation in dialogue would 
seem to require that Christian doctrines about other religions 
and their adherents ought to express the presumption that non­
Christians could provide a correct description of what they are 
doing in their religious lives and the determination to take 
their descriptions in these matters seriously and on their own 
terms.15 

The concept of implicit faith, when extended to apply to the 
religious states and dispositions of non-Christians, loses its ex­
planatory efficacy when there is no straightforward and con­
vincing way to link what is said to be implicitly held with an 
explicit body of beliefs, practices and valuations. In addition, 
the concept can adversely affect Catholic participation in in­
terreligious dialogue by blurring the distinctiveness and integ­
rity of the religious patterns of life and belief encountered in a 
situation where members of non-Christian communities pro­
pose and argue for their doctrines. For these reasons I propose 
that unless some specific content in the beliefs of non-Chris­
tians can be identified as congruent with some specific content 
in Christian beliefs in particular instances, the concept of "im­
plicit faith " should be abandoned as a basis for general formu­
lations of Christian doctrines about the members of non-Chris­
tian religious communities. Generally speaking, formulations 
which seek to do justice to what other religious people propose 
in their doctrines and foster in their lives would do well to 
avoid this concept. One of the advantages of the concept of 

15 In " The Doctrines of a Religious Community about Other Religions," 
Religious Studies 18 (1982), 293-307, I identify a class of religious teachings as 
" doctrines about other religions " and offer some clarifications of their logical 
structure in the context of the doctrinal schemes of religious communities. 
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"prospective affiliation" which I shall advance as an alterna­
tive to the notion of a hidden, present affiliation is that it need 
not be linked with any use of the concept of implicit faith. 

These difficulties with the concept of implicit faith are by no 
means peculiar to Rahner's theology of religions but would 
beset any theology of religions which does not seek to support 
its use with reference to the explicitly held beliefs and practical 
doctrines of non-Christians. But Rahner's position poses addi­
tional difficulties which need to be considered now. 

IV 
In the first place, Rahner's theory of general revelation relies 

in part on a somewhat improbable construal of the standard 
Thomistic account of the formal object and grace of faith.16 

It will be recalled that, although according to Aquinas's ac­
count the formal and material objects are distinguishable, they 
are not separable to the extent that Rahner's theory of implicit 
Christian faith seems to require. Granted that the material ob­
ject-in part constituted by an identifiable body of teachings­
does not by itself specify the particular character of the acts 
and dispositions of Christian faith. In Aquinas's account, God 
as First Truth is the specifying formal object which gives faith 
its particular character, and God as sustaining grace is the 
source of faith's certitude and illumination. Although the act 
of faith regards its material object under a certain description, 
it seems clear that this formal object is inseparably connected 
with a definite material object. 

The logic of the hylomorphic conceptuality which is being 
employed here entails a particular embodiment which is re­
garded under an intrinsically related formal aspect. While it is 
true in this conceptuality that a particular material object can 
be regarded under a variety of formal objects or descriptions, 

rn Naturally, as Professor Peter Phan reminded me in his response to my paper, 
this difficulty is not fatal to Rahner's position. Rahner appeals to Aquinas at 
this point as confirmatory of his position. (See Foundtitions of Christian Faith, 
p. 148.) 
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there are limits arising from the specific features which the ma­
terial object possesses. The explanatory efficacy of this con­
ceptualty in a theory of actions and dispositions depends on the 
interrelations between particular sorts of material objects and 
the specifying descriptions under which they can be regarded. 

The difficulty with the use that is made of Aquinas's account 
in Rahner's theology of religions can be put as follows. If a 
potentially limitless set of objects of knowledge and volition 
can be regarded as having God in some sense for their formal 
object, then the concept of faith describes not a particular exer­
cise but any-or at least any especially intense-exercise of 
the capacities of intellect and will. This use of Aquinas's ac­
count seems less than apt since his account is intended pre­
cisely as an explanation of the specific character of the acts and 
dispositions of supernatural faith in reference to basic human 
capacities. Aquinas's elaborate discussions of implicit faith can 
be taken as confirming this point: it is clear in these discussions 
that the object of faith always includes some specifically Chris­
tian content.17 

To be sure, the notion of implicit Christian faith in Rahne­
rian theology of religions does not rest only on an argument 
showing the general orientation of all knowing and willing to 
God as Absolute Being. In Rahner's theology this orientation 
of the human spirit is always met and sustained by the divine 
self-communication in grace and revelation. Hence, in addition 
to being the horizon of all knowing and willing, Absolute Being 
communicates itself in such a way as to generate some specifi­
cally Christian and religious content in the course of human 

17 In his response to my paper Professor Mark Jordan stressed the importance 
of these points in understanding Aquinas's use of the concept of implicit faith with 
regard to non-Christians: some minimal content of an explicit sort is necessary 
for saving faith-necessary, that is, for the soul's movement to God. Professor 
Jordan correctly pointed out that Aquinas's position on this set of issues is more 
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history. Human beings accept the divine self-communication 
not simply in some wordless interiority but by means of a 
great variety of more or less inadequate religious and moral 
expressions. The characteristic discourse and pattern of life 
of the Christian community are the divinely authorized expres­
sion of the divine self-communication and of its acceptance on 
the part of the human race. They go together to constitute 
the material object of explicit Christian faith. But outside the 
Christian community there are many expressions of this self­
communication and its acceptance. Though these may be par­
tial and ambiguous in comparison with Christian expressions, 
they can nonetheless be said to constitute the material object 
of implicit Christian faith on the part of persons who are mem­
bers of other religious communities (or of none). 

There is a difficulty here with the way Rahnerian theology of 
religions seems to invert two important uses of the doctrine of 
revelation in the Christian scheme. Logically speaking, it seems 
clear that a primary or at least regulative use of the doctrine 
is to define the content of the doctrines to which Christian faith 
assents (credere deum), the specific description or formal ob­
ject-divine truth-under which this content is regarded in 
faith ( credere deo) , and the aim towards which the life of faith 
is directed and which gives point and salvific efficacy to Chris­
tian dispositions and conduct (c1edere in deum). 

When Christians want to acknowledge the truth and recti­
tude which they find expressed in the doctrines and life of other 
religious communities, they often do so in connection with an 
attribution of such qualities to God's influence and inspiration. 
Truth, wherever it occurs, comes from the one source of truth. 
The ascription of truth in other religions to divine inspiration 
is sometimes framed in terms of the doctrine of revelation. But 
this is a secondary or extended use of the doctrine which may or 
may not be appropriate given non-Christians' self-descriptions. 

In Rahnerian theology of religions these two important uses 
of the doctrine of revelation seem to get inverted (logically 
speaking). What I have called a secondary use of this doctrine 
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in accounting for the presence of true or right doctrines in other 
religions (and beyond them) comes to exercise a rather promi­
nent role in Rahner's construal of the Christian scheme. 

As we have seen, in Rahner's account revelation designates 
primarily the original, "transcendental" self-communication 
which has received universal "categorical" expression as well 
as special (Christian) "categorical" expression in the course 
of human history. There is no question here of deducing Chris­
tian revelation from some universal occurrence of revelation 
throughout human history and culture: the postulation of a 
universal revelation is possible only on the basis of specifically 
Christian revelation. But the difficulty posed by Rahner's view 
here is that" revelation "-from being a concept with primary 
reference to the specific doctrines of the Christian community­
becomes a concept whose main reference is to something shared 
by all religious communities and, for that matter, by all human 
beings. The difficulty is not with ascribing the presence of truth 
in other doctrines to the one source of truth but with employ­
ing the doctrine of revelation in its primary sense as a way of 
describing this divine inspiration and its impact in human ac­
ceptance and expression. 

In part, this way of casting the doctrine of revelation results 
from the crucial role accorded to the concept of divine self­
communication in defining God's relation to the world. Rah­
ner's theological proposals are distinguished by their systematic 
application of this concept in explaining a variety of features 
of Christian doctrine and life. Anyone acquainted with Rah­
ner' s theology in a11 its breadth will be likely to want to 
acknowledge the immense explanatory efficacy of this concept 
in the Christian setting. 

There is no difficulty with the use of the concept of divine 
self-communication to describe the presence of God to persons, 
explicitly aware of him, who strive to order the whole of their 
lives in accordance with his will. There is also no difficulty with 
the use of this concept to describe the overall intention of God 
in creating the world and human beings with it: all persons, 
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including those who are not explicitly Christian, are called to 
enjoy a conscious participation in the divine self-communicat­
ing grace towards which all of humankind is oriented. But a 
theological formulation of the Christian hope for the salvation 
of non-Christians does not require that the concept of divine 
self-communication be developed in such a way as to yield a 
parallel concept of a universal, transcendental revelation to 
which non-Christians inevitably respond in their acceptance of 
gTace and which they externalize in their doctrines. In ruling 
out any fullblown theory of implicit faith to describe the reli­
gious dispositions of non-Christians, the notion of prospective 
affiliation with the Christian community to be suggested as an 
alternative to that of hidden affiliation would not require any 
appeal to claims about an extra-Christian revelation. 

A theology of religions which avoids appeal to a concept of 
implicit faith can be developed in connection with a more plau­
sible account of the doctrine of revelation. The primary use of 
this doctrine consists not in its application to the widespread 
dispersion of true and wholesome teachings in other religious 
communities but in its designation precisely of what is specific 
to the Christian scheme and the pattern of life it commends. 
The account I have in view can be sketched in the following 
way. 

It could be said that the term " revelation " when used in 
Christian doctrines designates in part the basic religious sugges­
tion to which the whole of the Christian scheme is a response 
( credere deum) . Christian doctrines explicate the basic sug­
gestion carried by the narratives about Jesus Christ who is in 
this sense God's own word of revelation to the human race. The 
contents of this revelation are explicated in the developing cen­
tral doctrines of the Christian scheme and summarized in a 
variety of overall construals like the " story of salvation " or 
the" message about God's self-communication to humankind." 
Thus the term " revelation " refers in part to the specific con­
tent of the Christian scheme: the basic religious suggestion to 
which its central doctrines are a response (sacra doctrina as a 
body of teachings) . 
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But because the truth of this content is understood to point 
to and be guaranteed by the Truth of God himself, there is a 
second element in the regulative use of the doctrine of revela­
tion which I am sketching here. In this second phase of its use, 
the term " revelation " designates the basic assumption of the 
Christian scheme (credere deo). When the Christian com­
munity proposes something to be believed, or undertaken, or 
valued in a certain way, it assumes that what it teaches is true, 
right and good on God's authority and that its doctrines are 
accepted by its members under this description or formal ob­
ject (sacra doctrina as a continuing divine activity). 

A third aspect of the regulative use of the doctrine of revela­
tion which is being sketched here concerns this doctrine's affir­
mation of the salvific value of the teachings imparted in the 
Christian community. Christian life in all its complexity and 
richness is oriented to the God who reveals himself in gracious 
love to be the source and true aim of life for human beings 
(credere in deum). Christian dispositions and conduct are 
shaped and supported by God's presence to his people in love 
and mercy (sacra doctrina as transforming grace). 

In its complex regulative use, the doctrine of revelation thus 
refers to these specific features of the Christian scheme.18 An 

1 8 See Summa Theologiae, la.1; 2a2ae. 2, 2. On the notion of sacra doctrina 
in Aquinas see: P·ersson, Sacra Doctrina; Gerald F. Van Ackeren, Sacra Doctrina 
(Rome: Catholic Book Agency, 1952); J. A. Weisheipl, "The Meaning of Sacra 
Doctrina in Summa theologiae I, q. 1, Thomist 38 (1974), 49-80; Thomas C. 
O'Brien, " ' Sacra Doctrina ' Revisited: the Context of Medieval Education," 
Thomist 41 (1977), 475-509. My construal of Aquinas is congruent for the most 
part with the consensus of scholarship on the range of use of the technical con­
cept sacra doctrina. On basic religious suggestions see William A. Christian, 
Meaning and Truth in Religion (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1964), 
pp. 93-112, 128, 193, 206-207, 238-241, 246-247; and "Some Uses of Reason," 
The Relevance of Whitehead, ed. Ivor Leclerc (London: George Allen & Unwin, 
1961), pp. 53-55. On the basic assumption about- truth implied by religious 
schemes of doctrines see J. M. Bochenski, The Logic of Religion (New York: 
New York University Press, 1965), pp. 58-62, and Christian, "Bochenski on the 
Structure of Schemes of Doctrines," Religious Studies 13 (1977), esp. 216-219. 
For the idea that the doctrine of revelation can have a variety of " uses " I am 
indebted to David H. Kelsey, The Uses of Scripture in Recent Theology (Phila­
delphia: Fortress Press, 1975) . 
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account constructed along these general lines permits a clear 
recognition of the distinctiveness of the doctrines and patterns 
of life proposed by other religious communities. In circum­
stances in which interreligious dialogue is to be fostered such 
an account has a considerable advantage over one based on the 
concept of an original, transcendental revelation-coextensive 
with the universal divine self-communication-to which human 
beings respond in religious modes of expression in Christianity 
and in other religions as well. 

Other religions also have doctrines, analogous to the Chris­
tian doctrine of revelation, by which the specific overall con­
tent, the claim to truth, and the contributory value of their 
doctrinal schemes are designated. Depending on the distinctive 
logical features of their doctrines, the term " revelation " may 
or may not be appropriate to describe the basic suggestions to 
which their schemes are a response, or the basic assumption 
about the truth of their doctrines which their schemes imply, 
or the ultimate aims of life which their communities foster. 
Theological formulations of Christian doctrines about other 
religions will have to take account of the diversity of ways 
other religious communities deal with these matters. The ac­
count of the doctrine of revelation which I have sketched is 
consistent with this requirement in theology of religions. 

The truth and rectitude which Christians want to acknowl­
edge in other religious traditions can be ascribed to divine in­
spiration without appeal to a fullblown theory of extra-Chris­
tian, universal revelation.19 Such a theory is necessary in for­
mulations which seek to describe the dispositions of non-Chris-

19 In " The Universality of Salvation and the Diversity of Religious Aims," 
Worldmission 
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jected into the eschatological future. A theology of religions 
which incorporates the notion of a prospective affiliation with 
the Christian community can avoid the implausible descrip­
tions of the present state of the members of other religious com­
munities and the strained construals of classical authors like 
Aquinas which are needed in order to ascribe a salvific value 
to their present dispositions and conduct on the basis of con­
cepts like implicit faith and universal revelation. Such a formu­
lation permits an acknowledgment of the presence of divine in­
spiration in other religious communities which nonetheless re­
spects their distinctive doctrines about the sources, guarantees 
and point of the truths in their bodies of teachings and ways of 
life. I have argued that a theory of an extra-Christian revela­
tion developed in connection with the concept of implicit sav­
ing faith can obscure the importance of such doctrines, especial­
ly in communities which have no doctrine of revelation as such 
although they may have doctrines which are structurally analo­
gous to it. A theology of religions employing the concept of 
prospective affiliation would not rule out the use of a notion 
like " transcendental revelation " in explicating the grounds for 
accepting the offer of grace in persons who have heard and 
acknowledged the specifically Christian revelation. I have 
argued that such a concept should be avoided, however, in ex­
plicating the grounds of religious expression in non-Christian 
traditions and their adherents. 

An important advantage of the concept of prospective affilia­
tion is that it allows for a more appropriate acknowledgment 
of the value of the lives of the members of non-Christian reli­
gious communities. 

What is most " public" about religious communities is the 
impact of their practical doctrines on the shape of the lives of 
their members.20 This should not be ·surprising. Most religious 
communities are concerned to foster patterns of life in their 

20 For an extended treatment of the logic of practical doctrines and their con­
nections with beliefs and valuation, see William A. Christian, Oppositions of 
ReligioiM Doctrines (New York: Herder & Herder, 
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members. Sound doctrine-religious people might be inclined 
to say-is not an acceptable substitute for an upright life when 
it comes to assessing a person's spiritual progress. In any case, 
practical doctrines are a significant part of the heritage of reli­
gious traditions and come close to the heart of what they are 
about. Hence Christian theology of religions ought to manifest 
a scrupulous concern to do justice to the practical doctrines and 
overall patterns of life fostered by those doctrines in non-Chris­
tian communities and their members. 

The notion of a prospective affiliation with the Christian 
community avoids the suggestion that Christian practical doc­
trines could give a better account of what other religious peo­
ple are actually up to than the practical doctrines in their own 
communities. I am not suggesting that Christians should not 
argue for the rightness of the courses of action recommended 
by their own practical doctrines. My point is rather that they 
should not describe and value the courses of action recom­
mended in other communities exclusively or primarily in terms 
of Christian practical doctrines. 

I have argued in this paper that" faith "-which gives 
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though Catholics insist that these precepts are univerally bind­
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this distinctive character at the same time that it would sup­
port confidence in the finally merciful judgment of God upon 
lives shaped in this way. Hence the suggested formulation rep­
resents something of a gain over formulations such as Rahner's 
which are developed without reference (in principle) to the 
practical doctrines taught in other communities. 

VI 
Although a theology of religions employing the concept of 

prospective affiliation avoids some of the concepts by which 
Christian confidence in the possible universality of salvation 
has been traditionally supported in the Catholic community, 
it nonetheless permits a strong theological affirmation of this 
confidence. 

Christian confidence about the salvation of non-Christians, 
when framed in terms of the notion of their prospective rather 
than hidden affiliation with the Christian community, is direct­
ly inspired and sustained by the specifically Christian account 
of God's plan for the world. According to the Christian story, 
this plan calls for the fidelity and testimony of a particular 
historical community. Eternal union with God constitutes the 
collective destiny of the human race. The Christian commun­
ity bears witness to a set of divine promises, made first to the 
people of Israel, in which God himself undertakes to bring 
about this collective destiny. The Christian community more­
over attests that these promises are now in principle fulfilled 
by the life, death, resurrection and glory of Jesus Christ. In a 
way difficult to specify, the course of history is now permanent­
ly and irreversibly altered. God-as Christians might be in­
clined to say-will not go back on his promises. 

Although the Christian community's fidelity and testimony 
play a unique role in the ultimate fulfillment of the divine 
promises unsurpassably confirmed in Christ, it can never teach 
that these promises concern only itself. On the contrary (as 
the texts· and songs of the Epiphany liturgy so vividly declare, 
for example) all the nations of the world have been made co-
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heirs of the divine promises. The Christian conviction about 
the universal significance of the agency of Christ in bringing 
this final consummation to term rests precisely on richly de­
tailed narratives about the chosen people of Israel and the 
chosen One of God. If Christians can with confidence affirm the 
universality of salvation, then they can do so only on the 
grounds of their fidelity to their living Lord. 

It by no means follows from the particular and unique role 
ascribed to Jesus Christ in central Christian doctrines that 
those who do not now acknowledge him will be permanently 
excluded from sharing in the salvation he both signifies and 
effects. Rather than attributing an implausible implicit faith 
in Christ to the members of other religious communities, a 
theology of religions employing the concept of prospective 
affiliation could assert that non-Christians will have the op­
portunity to acknowledge Christ in the future. This opportun­
ity may come to them in the course of their lives here on earth 
or in the course of their entrance into the life to come. Recent 
discussions of the theology of death and purgatory suggest that 
the postulation of such an opportunity is more compatible with 
central Catholic doctrines than has sometimes been thought in 
the past.21 Certainly such a view accords well with specific 
doctrines about the nature and agency of Jesus Christ and with 
the distinctive doctrines of other communities. 

In the Catholic community, no theology of religions is likely 
to be regarded as fully consistent with central Christian doc­
trines if it does not permit a strong affirmation of the universal­
ity of salvation at least as a possibility. This doctrine rules 
assertions of the doctrines of grace and salvation in this way: 
no doctrines of grace and salvation can be genuinely Christian 
which in principle exclude any segment of humankind from the 

21 George A. Lindbeck, "Fides ex auditu and the Salvation of Non-Christians: 
Contemporary Catholic and Protestant Positions," The Gospel and the Ambiguity 
of the Church, ed. Vilmos Vajta (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1974), pp. 96, 
114-115. See Rahner, On the Theology of Death (New York: Herder & Herder, 
1961. 
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possibility of reaching its true and divinely promised destiny. 
The doctrine of the divine universal salvific will thus has a 
global or overall regulative force for the construal of central 
Christian doctrines and, by implication, of doctrines about 
other religions and their adherents. Overly detailed accounts of 
how this universal salvific will is exercised in the lives of indi­
vidual non-Christians are likely to appear somewhat implau­
sible and inappropriate in view of what such persons might be 
expected to say in the course of proposing their own doctrines 
and pursuing the aims commended by their communities. 

Dominican llouse of Studies 
Washington, D.C. 

J. A. DINorA, O.P. 



A CRITIQUE OF THE QUANTIFICATIONAL ACCOUNT 
OF EXISTENCE 

ARITICISM OFTEN brought against philosophers 
who raise questions about Being or existence charges 
that these philosophers have simply been misled by 

the surface grammar of existence statements into thinking that 
" exists " and its cognates are logical 1 predicates, and thus into 
thinking that there must be some mysterious property or quasi­
property called " Being " 2 to which this putative predicate re­
fers, and into which it would make sense to inquire. According 
to Bertrand Russell, 

... there is a vast amount of philosophy that rests upon the notion 
that existence, is, so to speak, a property that you can attribute to 
things, and that the things that exist have the property of existence 
and the things that do not exist do not. That is rubbish ... 3 

In a somewhat more restrained tone, Rudolf Carnap agrees 
that "Most metaphysicians since antiquity have allowed them­
selves to be seduced into pseudostatements by the verbal, and 
therewith the predicative form of the word 'to be,' e.g., 'I am,' 

1 "Logical" as opposed to "grammatical." Note that Kant uses "logical" in 
the sense of " grammatical". For Kant it is self-evident that " exists " is a logical 
predicate; the only question is whether it is a "real" or "determining" predicate. 
(See Critique of Pure Reason A598 �B�6�~�6�.�)� In recent discussions, it is taken as 
self-evident that "exists " is a grammatical predicate; the only question is whether 
it is also a logical predicate. 

2 I capitalize the initial letter of "Being," not out of misplaced piety, but in 
order to mark the distinction between Being and being. Lower case " being" can 
be used to refer collectively or distributively to. the' totality of beings. Upper case 
" Being" refers, however, not to beings collectively or distributively, but to that 
which constitutes beings as beings, the " property " which they all have " in 
common." 

s " The Philosophy of Logical Atomism " in Logic and Knowledge, ed. Robert 
C. Marsh (New York: G. P. Putnam's Sons, 1971), p. 252. Cited hereafter as LK. 
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'God is.'" 4 In the same vein, A. J. Ayer claims that" ... those 
who raise questions about Being which are based on the as­
sumption that existence is an attribute are guilty of following 
grammar beyond the boundaries of sense." 5 As a last example 
we find Wolfgang Stegmiiller stating that " Es ist also nur 
eine mangelhafte Grammatik, die uns veranlasst, von dem 'Sein 
des Seienden' zu reden." 6 The list could be extended, but one 
begins to get the point. On this issue we find an almost mono­
lithic consensus among language-analytic philosophers: ques­
tions about Being or existence are pseudo-questions whose 
origin lies in an uncritical mistaking of grammatical for logical 
structure. 

But this is only the negative side of the issue. The positive 
side consists in an account of how " exists " and " is " function 
if they do not function as predicates. Let us call this the 
"quantificational account of existence." It may also be iden­
tified by its major exponents: Frege, Russell and Quine. If the 
quantificational account is true, " exists " and its cognates are 
syncategorematical expressions which disappear into the ap­
paratus of quantification. One then could not legitimately ask 
about their meaning, if by " meaning" is meant something 
above and beyond their merely syntactic" meaning." On the 
quantificational account, "exists " and "is " function in a man­
ner closely analogous to that of the logical connectives. Just as 
the tilde (" ,_..,, ") has no meaning in itself but only when used 
to operate on a proposition to form its negation, so too " exists " 
and its cognates have in themselves no extralogical significance, 
and attain to such only when appended to an expression which 
does have extralogical meaning. On this view, the question as 
to the meaning of " Being " or " existence " (and the question 
as to the meaning of the concepts Being and existence) is either 

4 " The Overcoming of Metaphysics through Logical Analysis of Language " in 
Heidegger and Modern Philosophy, ed. Michael Murray (New Haven and London: 
Yale University Press, 1978), p. 28. 

5 Language, Truth and Logic (New York: Dover Publications, Inc., 1952), p. 48. 
6 Der PhiinomenaUsmus und seine Schwierigkeiten (Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche 

Buchgesellshaft, 1969), p. 70. 
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a question concerning a merely syntactical sign or it is a 
pseudoquestion. 

In order to show that questions about Being or existence are 
legitimate, it is therefore necessary (although not sufficient 1) 

to demonstrate that the quantificational account of existence is 
incorrect. That is the aim of this paper. In Part I the quantifi­
cational account is presented; in Part II it is criticized. I at­
tempt to show that the quantificational account rests on the 
confusion of existence with instantiation. I argue that in its 
Russellian form, the quantificational account involves a con­
fusion of substitutional and referential quantification, and that 
it is this confusion which makes it possible for Russell to think 
that he has given an account of existence in terms of instantia­
tion. I argue further that the Quinean form of the account is 
valid only on the assumption that existence is coterminous with 
instantiation. 

I. The Quantificational Account of Existence 

The quantificational account may be reduced to a positive 
and a negative thesis. The negative thesis asserts that exist­
ence or Being is not a first-order property, i.e. a property of in­
dividuals. The positive thesis maintains that existence is a sec­
ond-order property of concepts. Thus to say that something 
exists is not to say that it has a certain property, namely exist­
ence; rather it is to say that the concept of the thing in ques­
tion has the property of being instantiated. For example, 
" Cows exist " does not assert of cows the property of exist­
ence; it says that the concept cow is instantiated. Likewise, 
" Dragons do not exist " does not predicate non-existence of 
dragons, nor does it deny them existence; it says that the con­
cept dragon fails of instantiation. Thus, on this analysis, in a 

7 Other conditions must be met. For example, one must be able to show that 
Being has a unitary (not necessarily univocal) meaning despite the plurality of 
its special uses. Ernst Tugendhat rejects the Being-Question of Heidegger since 
he maintains that this condition cannot be satisfied. See " Die Seinsfrage und 
ihre sprachliche Grundlage" in Philosophische Rundschau !'t4 (1977), pp. 161-176. 
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sentence such as " Cows exist" we are not talking about cows 
at all, but about the concept cow. In this sense," Cows exist" 
resembles" Cows are numerous." The latter sentence obvious­
ly does not affirm of each and every individual cow the prop­
erty of being numerous; rather it affirms this property of the 
class of cows. In terms of the function/ argument distinction, we 
may say that existence is a property of propositional functions, 
not of their arguments. Thus Russell: " Existence is essentially 
a property of a propositional function." (LK 232) What this 
means in particular will engage us shortly. 

In what follows I shall concentrate primarily on the Russel­
lian account of existence, with, however, an occasional sidelong 
glance in the direction of Frege. I then tum to Quine's version. 
In attempting a broad characterization of the " quantificational 
account," it is of course necessary to suppress important dif­
ferences among the views of the philosophers mentioned. In 
order to understand the theory of existence propounded by 
Russell in such works as Principia Mathematica (1910), "The 
Philosophy of Logical Atomism" (1918) and Introduction to 
Mathematical Philosophy (1919) , it is necessary to review 
briefly the position he held in 1903 in The Principles of Mathe­
matics with regard to the topic of Being: 

Being is that which belongs to every conceivable term, to every 
possible object of thought-in short to everything that can possibly 
occur in any proposition, true or false, and to all such propositions 
themselves. Being belongs to whatever can be counted. If A be 
any term that can be counted as one, it is plain that A is something, 
and therefore that A is. 'A is not ' must always be either false or 
meaningless. For if A were nothing, it could not be said to be; 'A 
is not' implies that there is a term A whose being is denied, and 
hence that A is. Thus, unless' A is not' be an empty sound, it must 
be false-whatever A may be, it certainly is. Numbers, the Hom­
eric gods, relations, chimeras and four-dimensional spaces all have 
being, for if they were not entities of a kind, we could not make 
propositions about them. Thus, being is a general attribute of 
everything, and to mention anything is to show that it is.8 

8 The Principles of Mathematics, 2nd ed. (New York: Norton and Co., 1987), 
p. 449. Cited hereafter as Principles. 
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In essence, Russell is here arguing that all objects of thought 
must have Being, since if they did not, they would not be ob­
jects of thought. To say that A is not is self-contradictory since 
A must be in order to be denied Being. If the existence of uni­
corns is to be denied, then unicorns must in some sense be­
otherwise one could not predicate non-existence of them. If 
one were not to assume that unicorns, for example, enjoy some 
kind of pre-existential Being, then the assertion "Unicorns do 
not exist " would not be about anything at all, and would thus 
be meaningless. But it is clearly not meaningless, and arguably 
about unicorns; therefore, unicorns must in some sense be even 
though they do not exist. It is immediately obvious that such 
a theory, according to which grammatically proper names like 
"Pegasus " exercise a genuine referring function, necessarily in­
volves us in a distinction between Being and existence. Being 
is thought to be the weaker and emptier notion embracing 
existence as a species. Thus Russell: " Existence, on the con­
trary, is the prerogative of some only amongst beings" (Prin­
ciples 449) . This distinction is necessary since Russell certain­
ly does not want to say that narrowly existential statements. 
are either tautologies or contradictions. 

Now although this argument has a certain plausibility, it 
leads to the kind of ontological population explosion which 
Russell was not willing to countenance for long. The theory 
sanctions the admission of an endless number of non-existent 
objects of various types. One could avoid the postulation of 
irreal or non-existent objects if it could be shown that in state­
ments such as " Unicorns do not exist " or " Pegasus does not 
exist " one is not talking about unicorns or a winged horse at 
all, that the subject-terms only seem to exercise a referential 
function. In his theory of descriptions, Russell attempts to 
show that grammatical and logical structure do not coincide: 
what from a grammatical point of view is a proper name, is 
shown by logical analysis to be in fact a truncated definite de­
scription which, unlike a logically proper name, has no mean­
ing by itself but only in the context of a sentence. Russell's 
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argument for this conclusion may be paraphrased as follows. 
If " A does not exist " is true, then, on the assumption that 
" A " is a logically proper name, the sentence is meaningless 
since if A does not exist, "A " is a vacuous (nonreferring) term 
and hence meaningless. But" Pegasus does not exist" is clear­
ly both meaningful and true. It follows that "Pegasus," e.g. 
cannot be a logically proper name but must be a definite de­
scription in disguise. 

This argument is based on two assumptions. First, it as­
sumes that the meaning of a genuine name consists wholly in 
its denotation, that to which it refers. A vacuous name, a name 
without a referent, is therefore meaningless. Second, it assumes 
that if one term in a sentence is meaningless, then the whole 
sentence is. One could attack Russell's argument by attacking 
these assumptions, but this is not the line I wish to pursue. 
What is interesting in the present context is the bearing that 
the theory of descriptions has on the Russellian theory of exist­
ence. As Russell himself formulates it, "An important conse­
quence of the theory of descriptions is that it is meaningless to 
say 'A exists' unless 'A' is (or stands for) a phrase of the 
form ' the so-and-so '. If the so-and-so exists, and x is the 
so-and-so, to say 'x exists ' is nonsense " (LK 328) . Russell rea­
sons as follows. If proper names (with the exception of in­
dexicals) are truncated descriptions (LK 243), and if descrip­
tions (both definite and indefinite) have no meaning apart 
from the propositions in which they occur,9 then descriptions by 
themselves do not refer to any thing. Neither "a man" nor 
"the man with the iron mask" pick out any definite object. 
They merely describe-the former indefinitely, the latter defi­
nitely. If descriptions do not ref er in isolation, then a state­
ment like " The president of the United States in 1980 exists " 
does not predicate existence of Carter, but of the phrase which 
describes him. " It is only of descriptions-definite or indefinite 
-that existence can be significantly asserted ... " (IMP 178f.) 

9 See Introduction to Mathemati.caJ, Phuos<Yphy (New York: Simon and Schuster, 
1971), p. 170. Cited hereafter as IMP. 
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More precisely, such a second-order predication simply says 
that there is precisely one x which answers to the description. 
Existence is not a first-order property of individuals (the re­
ferents of logically proper names); it is a second-order property 
of descriptions (whether definite or indefinite). The existence 
of a thing is analyzable in terms of the instantiation of the cor­
responding description. This logical doctrine has important 
metaphysical consequences, as Russell was well aware: "Exist­
ence, in the sense in which it is ascribed to single entities, is 
thus removed altogether from the list of fundamentals. The 
ontological argument and most of its refutations are found to 
be dependent upon bad grammar." (LK 328) 

This doctrine, in its essentials, had of course been anticipated 
by Frege. In Die Grundlagen der Arithmetik (1884) he had 
argued that " Because existence is a property of the concept, 
the ontological proof of the existence of God does attain its 
goal." 10 Existence, like number, is not a property which at­
taches to things, but a property of the concept or concept-word 
(Begriff swort) under which the things in question are sub-
sumed. If this be the case, then the conclusion of the ontologi­
cal argument (God exists) is not false but meaningless. Since 
" God " is a proper name (Eigenname) and not a concept, and 
since existence is a property of concepts only, one cannot mean­
ingfully say that God exists. In the language of Russell, 
"Existence is essentially a property of a propositional func­
tion." (LK 282) To say that humans exist is to say that the 
propositional function "x is a human " is true in at least one 
instance. Thus one cannot argue that Socrates exists on the 
grounds that humans exist and Socrates is a human. To do so 
would be to commit the same fallacy 11 that is committed when 
one argues that Socrates is numerous on the grounds that 

10 The Foundations of Arithmetic, 2nd rev. ed. trans. J. L. Austin (Oxford: 
Basil Blackwell, 1953), p. 65. 

11 In " The Philosophy of Logical Atomism" (1918) (LK 233), Russell says 
it is exactly the same fallacy; in IMP (1919) he says it is closely analogous 
(p. 164). 
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humans are numerous and Socrates is a human. Russell seems 
to be saying that something like the Fallacy of Division is in­
volved whenever we attribute existence to individual things: 
that which is properly predicable of the class cannot be pre­
dicated of the members of the class. 

Applying this to the unicorn example, we see that the state­
ment " Unicorns do not exist " is to be analyzed as "The 
propositional function ' x is a unicorn ' is never true." (LK 
�~�3�0�)� This simply means that the propositional function in 
question is never instantiated; alternatively, the class of uni­
corns is empty. This analysis avoids the postulation of a 
Meinongian unicorn by interpreting the negative existential in 
question as being about the propositional function rather than 
about the argument of the function. Similarly, affirmative 
existentials are to be interpreted as saying that the relevant 
propositional function is instantiated. " Unicorns exist" there­
by says that " x is a unicorn " is possible, i.e. sometimes true. 
In sum, existence for Frege and Russell is instantiation. 

But how are singular existentials to be treated? The subject­
term of the general statement " Unicorns do not exist" readily 
lends itself to reinterpretation as a concept, the concept of 
being a unicorn. This is then expressed �l�i�n�g�~�i�s�t�i�c�a�l�l�y� by the 
open sentence or propositional function " x is a unicorn " in 
which " unicorn " evinces its newly found conceptual status by 
occupying the predicate position. Wha.t one is now talking 
about cannot be unicorns-" unicorns" is no longer in the sub­
ject position-but must be the x. But which x-this one, that 
one, all or some? As long as x in the open sentence functions as 
a free variable, it does not refer. Objective reference comes 
about through the binding of the free variable, through quanti­
fication. '"Unicorns do not exist" can now be paraphrased as 
" It is not the case that there exists an x such that x is a uni­
corn." The virtue of this analysis consists, in the words of 
Quine, in the fact that 

the burden of objective reference which had been put upon the de­
scriptive phrase is now taken over by words of the kind that logi-
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cians call bound variables, variables of quantification, namely, 
words like ' something ', ' nothing ', ' everything '. These words, far 
from purporting to be names ... do not purport to be names at all; 
they refer to entities generally, with a kind of studied ambiguity 
peculiar to themselves.12 

On this analysis, "Unicorns do not exist" can be true without 
involving us in the postulation of merely subsisting unicorns 
concerning which it is denied that they also exist. The proce­
dure is analogous in the case of singular existentials like 
" Pegasus does not exist " except that here it is first necessary 
to read the proper name as a definite description, i.e. a phrase 
of the form "the so-and-so." For " Pegasus " one may then 
substitute "the winged horse of Greek mythology" or "the 
winged horse that was captured by Bellerophon." Or as Quine 
suggests, if we became really hard pressed for a suitable des­
criptive circumscription, we can always resort to " the thing 
that pegasizes." (FLPV 8) Once the grammatically proper 
name has been divested of its apparent naming function and re­
placed by a descriptive phrase, the analysis proceeds as in the 
case of general existential statements: the definite description 
is shifted from the subject to the predicate position, viewed as 
a concept or propositional function, and then either instantiated 
or not, as the case may be. As Quine notes, the denial of a 
naming function to grammatically proper names in no way 
denies their meaningfulness; naming and meaning are quite dis­
tinct. (FLPV 9) It is their confusion which engenders the 
Meinongian theory held by the Russell of 1903, since one 
imagines that for the proper name to be meaningful it must 
refer to something. 

II. The QuantificationaJ, Account Criticized 

1. Existence is not Instantiation 

Russell's later doctrine abrogates the earlier distinction be­
tween Being and existence, since he finds that " There is no sort 

12 "On What There Is" in From a Logical Point of View (New York: Harper 
and Row, 1963), p. 6. Cited hereafter as FLPV, 
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0£ point in a predicate which could not conceivably be false." 
(LK �~�4�1�)� As applying to everything, Being says nothing; its 
predication is therefore pointless. This leaves existence as the 
narrower notion, the predication 0£ which is non-tautological. 
Notice that it is only if our "robust sense of reality" (IMP 
170) prevents us from distinguishing Being and existence that 
negative existentials like " Pegasus does not exist " are mean­
ingless, i£ true. For if Pegasus subsists, "Pegasus," construed 
as a genuine name, is meaningful. Thus the theory of descrip­
tions loses its motivation i£ the distinction between weak and 
strong modes 0£ Being is not rejected. 

In order for the predication of existence to be neither tauto­
logical nor meaningless, Russell interprets existence in terms of 
the existential quantifier: existence is instantiation. But the 
following objection suggests itself and has been made by Milton 
Munitz: a propositional function may be instantiated without 
it being the case that the instance exists.13 For example, the 
propositional function " x is a figure in Greek mythology " is in 
Russell's parlance possible since i£ "x" be replaced by" Zeus" 
or "Pegasus," a true proposition results. And given Russell's 
analysis 0£ the notion 0£ existence in terms of the notion of a 
propositional function being sometimes true (IMP 164), it fol­
lows that Zeus and Pegasus are arguments which satisfy the 
propositional £unction. Now they may satisfy the £unction, i.e. 
they may be possible values of the variable, but one would not 
want to say that they exist. Hence, existence cannot be identi­
cal with instantiation. In other words, to say that a concept 
has instances is one thing; but to say that those instances exist 
is quite another. The concept of winged horse has in Pegasus 
a notable and worthy instance, but I think we would want to 
deny that Pegasus exists in any extramental sense. What may 
have fueled the argument in favor of an assimilation of exist­
ence to instantiatfon is the £act that for something to exist it 
must exist as a such-and-such, and thus as an instance 0£ some 

13 See Milton Munitz, Existence and Logic (New York: New York University 
Press, 1974), pp. 90ff. 
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concept or other. Let us for the sake of argument assume this 
to be true. One would then be tempted to say that the exist­
ence of such-and-such (e.g. a winged horse) is nothing other 
than the instantiation of the corresponding concept. But al­
though existence is always existence as a such-and-such, any 
given such-and-such does not eo ipso exist. 

The objection raised by Munitz to the Russellian equation of 
existence with instantiation has, however, a fatal flaw: it as­
sumes precisely what Russell is concerned to deny, namely, 
that there are nonexistent objects. For Munitz's refutation in­
volves producing a counterexample, an object which is an in­
stance of a concept but which does not exist. He adduces, 
among others, wisdom as a nonexisting instance of (the con­
cept of) virtue and Fafner as a nonexisting instance of (the 
concept) of dragon. These examples show that existence is not 
instantiation only on the prior assumption that there are non­
existent objects. For if there are no nonexistent objects, then 
every instance of a concept must exist, and no counterexample 
could be produced. Since Russell denies (rightly or wrongly) 
that there are nonexistent objects, and devised the theory of 
description to eliminate putative reference to them, Munitz 
simply begs the question at issue in his attempted refutation of 
the Russellian position. If Russell is correct, existence cannot 
be a classificatory concept; it cannot be construed as providing 
a criterion for separating entities into two classes, the existent 
and the nonexistent. And if existence is not classificatory, it 
cannot be taken as a predicate of individuals which some have 
and others do not. 

Russell goes a step further than this. From the fact (or as­
sumption) that existence is not a classificatory concept, he in­
fers that it cannot be a first-order predicate, i.e. a predicate of 
individuals. This is arguably an unwarranted inference. On the 
assumption that existence is non-classificatory, it certainly fol­
lows that it is not a first-order property which some individuals 
have and others do not have. But it does not follow that it is 
not a first-order property at all. For it is conceivable that 
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"exists" is a predicate possessed by all individuals. To Rus­
sell's objection that" there is no sort of point" to such a predi­
cate, one may reply that there is indeed, since it is a remarkable 
and contingent fact that things exist. 

The real error in Russell's account of existence is, I believe, 
the following. Russell illegitimately passes from the true bi­
conditional " An F exists if and only if F is instantiated " to the 
false assertion that the existence of an Fis just the instantia­
tion of F. Because this biconditional is arguably true, that is, 
because there are no nonexistent objects, Munitz's objection 
fails to refute Russell. But from the truth (or assumed truth) 
of the biconditional it does not follow that existence is just in­
stantiation any more than it follows from the fact that a thing 
is a cordate if and only if it is a renate that " cordate " and 
" renate " are synonomous. 

Assuming that every existent is an instance of some concept 
or other (or cluster of concepts) and that every instance exists, 
it does not follow that " existence " is synonymous with " in­
stantiation," that the two terms have the same conceptual con­
tent. For assume that the two terms are synonymous. It would 
follow that to say that a concept is instantiated would be to say 
that it exists. But when it is said that the concept ti{f'er has in­
stances, it is not being said that the concept itself exists. A 
nominalist would have no qualms about admitting that there 
are instance of tiger, but he would not thereby see himself com­
mitted to the assertion that this concept exists in a Platonic 
topos ouranos or elsewhere. On the other hand, a realist might 
embrace wholeheartedly the thesis that Tigerhood exists in 
pristine and Platonic fashion without thinking that the exist­
ence of phenomenal tigers follows from this thesis by logic 
alone. The analysis of Frege, Russell and their followers trades 
on an equivocation on " existence." The term can either mean 
what I shall term existence simpliciter or existence-in. Green­
ness exists in green things, tigerhood exists in particular tigers, 
virtue exists in virtuous people. But this hardly amounts to 
saying that greenness, tigerhood and virtue themselves exist 
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simpliciter. On the other hand, green things, particular tigers 
and virtuous people, if they can be rightfully said to exist at 
aU, do not exist in anything-they are not properties-they 
exist simpliciter. 

It is clear that in the quantification account these two senses 
of" existence" are confused. For existence is just instantiation 
if and only if existence is construed as existence-in. Tigerhood 
is instantiated if and only if tigerhood exists in at least one par­
ticular tiger. In this biconditional, instantiation and existence­
in are not only extensionally equivalent, but also synonymous 
(intensionally equivalent) . But the interesting, relevant and 
substantial sense of "existence" is not existence-in, but exist­
ence simpliciter'. For a property cannot exist in a particular if 
the particular does not exist simpliciter. And it is this logically 
primitive and ontologically basic sense of " existence " which 
cannot be analyzed in terms of instantiation for the simple rea­
son that instantiation (=existence in) presupposes it. 

My objection to the quantificational account may be given 
the following alternative formulation. Existence is not in­
stantiation since the former has a property not had by the lat­
ter, namely, the property of being predicable both of particulars 
and of properties. For example, it makes prima facie sense to 
predicate existence both of Socrates and of socrateity. But it 
makes no prima fatJie sense to say that Socrates is instantiated. 
I am not begging the question against Russell here, since he 
would agree that it makes prima f acie sense to predicate exist­
tence of a singular item; he would only deny that it makes logi­
·cal sense. But in denying this, he is merely enforcing the re­
duction of existence to instantiation (=existence-in). But this 
reduction fails to do justice to the intuitively understood dis­
tinction between existence-in and existence simpliciter. 

In conclusion, we must distinguish in the claim. that exist­
ence is not instantiation a stronger and a weaker version. The 
stronger version, urged by Munitz, maintains that existence is 
not instantiation because there are or subsist entities which are 
instances but are not existents. I am, however, arguing a weaker 
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version which is compatible with the view that the class of 
existents is extensionally identical with the class of instances. 
This version has the virtue of not requiring the postulation of 
nonexistent objects. Munitz's stronger version simply begs the 
question against Russell on this point. This is of course not to 
say that there might not be independent support in a theory 
of nonexistent objects for something like Munitz's stronger ver­
sion of the claim. 

2. Russell's Conflation of Objectual and Substitutional 
Quantification 
The criticism being advanced here may also be formulated 

in terms of the distinction between objectual (referential) and 
substitutional interpretation of the quantifiers. What I want 
to argue is that (1) Russell conflates (or sees no distinction be­
tween) substitutional and referential quantification, and that 
this conflation is what makes it possible for him to think that 
he has provided an analysis of existence in terms of a proposi­
tional function being sometimes true; and (2) that once refer­
ential and substitutional quantification have been carefully dis­
tinguished, Russell's account of existence, when taken substitu­
tionally, is seen to be a circular account, and when taken refer­
entially, is seen to be no account at all. 

A. Russell's Account of Existence Substitutionally Interpreted 

We may begin with Quine's remark that "Eclectic readers 
have read Whitehead and Russell's quantification as substitu­
tional on the strength of some forthright passages, but dogged 
reading of Whitehead and Russell supports the objectual inter­
pretation."14 Now I don't know what counts as " dogged read­
ing," but the relevant passages in Principia show Russell as 
either a substitutionalist, or as holding a hybrid position. I 
shall focus on one key passage: 

Thus corresponding to any propositional function '°x, there is a 
range, or collection, of values, consisting of all the propositions 

14 The Roots of Reference (La Salle: Open Court Publishing Co., 1974), p. 99. 
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(true or false) which can be obtained by giving every possible de­
termination to x in 0x. A value of x for which 0x is true will be said 
to 'satisfy' 0x. Now in respect to the truth of falsehood of propo­
sitions of this range three important cases must be noted and sym­
bolised. These cases are given by three propositions of which one 
at least must be true. Either (1) all propositions of the range are 
true, or (2) some propositions of the range are true, or (3) no 
proposition of the range is true. The statement (1) is symbolised 
by' (x). 0x,' and (2) is symbolised by' ( 3x) 0x.' 

One line later we find: 

The symbol' (x) 0x,' may be read '0x always,' or '0x is always 
true or '0x is true for all possible values of x.' The symbol ' ( 3 x) 
0x' may be read' there exists an x for which 0x is true,' or' there 
exists an x satisfying 0x,' and thus conforms to the natural form of 
the expression of thought.15 

Notice first of all that Russell and Whitehead distinguish be­
tween and $Z)x and 0x. The latter alone is a propositional func­
tion; the former is an undetermined value of the function. 
(PM 40) Bear in mind also that "value" is used in two senses: 
there are the values of propositional functions, namely, true or 
false sentences as their substitution instances; and the values of 
variables. But what serve as values for variables? Are they 
substituends (linguistic entities) or values in what Quine calls 
the "real as opposed to the Ryle sense"? 16 Therein consists 
the problem. I claim that Russell confuses these two senses of 
" value " and that this confusion is part of the larger confusion 
of (or lack of distinction between) substitutional and referen­
tial quantification. 

Consider the first sentence in the first passage from PM 
above. What does it mean to give a " determination to x in 
0x "? 0x is an ambiguous or undetermined value of 0x; hence 
it is an open sentence, say" xis a man." We get a closed sen-

15 Principia Mathematica, paperback edition to *56 (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1962), p. 15. Cited hereafter as PM. 

16 " Reply to Professor Marcus " in The Ways of Paradox and Other Essays, 
rev. ed. (Cam):>ridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1976), p. 182. Here­
after, WP. 
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tence by substituting something for "x." Obviously, possible 
candidates must all be linguistic entities, e.g. names. Replacing 
" x" with " Carter " yields " Carter is a man," a true sentence. 
Clearly, the flesh and blood Carter is no constituent of this 
sentence. 

In the second sentence of the first passage, however, matters 
take on a referential cast due to talk of " satisfaction." The 
value of x which makes 0x true" satisfies" f)x. Here the equiv­
ocation on "value" is manifest. The substituend (e.g. "Car­
ter") which makes 0x true cannot be the entity (e.g. Carter) 
which satisfies 0x. 

In the remaining sentences in the first passage, we find a 
wholly substitutional account of the quantifiers: "(x0)x" is true 
if and only if every substitution instance thereof is true; " ( 3 x) 
0x" is true if and only if some substitution instance is. But in 
the second passage on the very same page, an objectual read­
ing of the existential quantifier is offered: " there exists an x 
satisfying f)x." 

Thus in the space of fifteen lines on page 15 of PM, the 
authors vacillate from substitutional quantification to referen­
tial to substitutional and back again to referential. This strong­
ly suggests that they are either confusing the two styles of 
quantification, or assuming the case where they converge. The 
two readings' of the quantifiers converge when all or some of 
the substituends occurring in the sentences in the substitution 
class are non-vacuous, i.e. refer to existents. In that case, every 
true substitution instance will necessarily be about something 
existent, so that, to put it globally and scholastically, ens and 
verum will be perfectly convertible. The two readings diverge 
when either there are vacuous names as constituents of none­
theless true sentences, or in principle unnameable entities. As 
an example of the first case, consider " Pegasus is a winged 
horse." The statement is arguably true even though the sub­
ject-term is vacuous. (On Russell's analysis it is of course 
false.) It is therefore sufficient for the truth of the "existen­
tial" generalization, ( 3x) (x is a winged horse), when the 
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quantifiers are taken substitutionally. When they are taken 
objectually, however, Existential Generalization proves to be 
invalid in those cases in which the statements to be generalized 
contain nonreferring terms: it is true that Pegasus is a winged 
horse, but it does not follow therefrom that there exists some­
thing which is a winged horse. A main advantage of the sub­
stitutional approach resides, therefore, in the fact that it pre­
serves the general validity of Existential Generalization with­
out requiring extralogical stipulations about what does and does 
not exist. For the purposes of this paper we need not concern 
ourselves with the problem of in principle unnameable entities,11 

the other source of divergence. 
That Russell assumes convergence (or conflates the two 

quantifier readings) is also shown by a passage in Introduction 
to Mathematical Philosophy: 

The notion of ' existence ' has several forms . . . but the funda­
mental form is that which is derived immediately from the notion 
of' sometimes true.' We say that an argument a' satisfies' a func­
tion 0x if 0a is true .... Now if 0x is sometimes true, we may say 
that there are x's for which it is true, or we may say 'arguments 
satisfying 0x exist.' This is the fundamental meaning of the word 
' existence.' Other meanings are either derived from this or embody 
mere confusion of thought. (IMP 164) 

In this passage, Russell presents an analysis of existence in 
terms of a propositional £unction of a being sometimes true. It 
seems clear that he takes " something true " as the primitive 
notion and derives existence from it. More precisely, the 
existence of the argument of a propositional function is noth­
ing other than the £unction's being sometimes true. But this 
analysis assumes the convergence of the referential and sub­
stitutional interpretations of the quantifiers. In order to as­
sume such a convergence, one must assume that the substi­
tuends of the variables in fact refer to entities. And if the sub­
stituends refer, the referents must exist. Thus there would ap­
pear to be a circle involved in Russell's attempt at explicating 

11 See WP p. 188. 
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existence in terms of truth: one cannot analyze the notion of 
existence in terms of the notion of a propositional function be­
ing sometimes true without presupposing precisely what is at 
issue, namely, that the individual constants in the substitution 
instances refer to existents. " 0x " is sometimes true when it 
has at least one true substitution instance," 0a." Now it seems 
clear that "0a" could be true even though "a" might be vacu­
ous. Hence it appears completely illegitimate to pass, as Russell 
does, from truth to existence, from the fact that 0x is some­
times true to the fact that " arguments satisfying 0x exist." 
One can make this move only on the prior assumption that the 
substituends of the variables are non-vacuous. But this would 
obviously be to beg the question. For non-vacuous substituends 
refer, if they refer at all, to existents (or subsistents). And it is 
analytic that existents exist. Hence we would relapse into the 
idiom of attributing existence to individuals. But note that 
Russell himself falls back into this idiom when he says that 
" arguments satisfying 0x exist." I take this as another indica­
tion of the circularity of the Russellian analysis: the attempt 
to construe existence as a second-level property of proposition­
al functions (the property of being sometimes true) presup­
poses the notion of existence as a first-level or first-order 
property. 

The surreptitious passage from truth to existence turns on 
the confusion of values and substituends of variables, which is 
a type of use/mention confusion. Consider the second sentence 
in the passage from IMP 164 just cited. In its first occurrence, 
" a " is used, whereas in its second occurrence in " 0a " it is 
merely mentioned. For to say, e.g.," Carter is a man" is true 
is to say that the result of substituting " Carter " for "x " in 
"xis a man" yields a true sentence. This confusion is innoc­
uous if the substituend is non-vacuous; but as I said, this then 
amounts to a petitio. 

The reader may come away with the impression that in mak­
ing these criticisms I am forgetting the theory of descriptions. 
After all, if singular terms are paraphrasable as definite descrip-
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tions and thus eliminable, the question as to whether or not 
they exercise a naming function simply cannot arise. If singular 
statements are in reality existentially general statements, and 
are exhibited as such in a perspicuous notation, then the bur­
den of reference would be carried by the quantifiers and not by 
names. Analyzed in accordance with the theory of singular 
descriptions, "Pegasus is a winged horse " is false and cannot 
therefore be taken as a substitution instance of " x is a winged 
horse." It would seem that my objection collapses. 

But my point is this. If the existential quantifier is explained 
substitutionally (as Russell does in "On Denoting," "The 
Philosophy of Logical Atomism," Principia, Introduction to 
Mathematical Philosophy, and "Logical Positivism" (1950) 
(LK 377)) there must be a class of singulm· (not general) 
statements as substitution instances. Singular statements, how­
ever, demand individual constants for their subject-terms. The 
truth of " Reagan is a man " is sufficient for the truth of 
" There exist men " only if " Reagan " is an individual constant. 
Whether or not these individual constants refer, the sentences 
in which they occur can be true. Thus there is no way to pass 
from the truth of an " existentially " quantified statement to 
the existence of any entities. Now if one assumes, as Russell 
seems to, that there is a convergence between substitutional 
and objectual quantification or enforces such a convergence 
by eliminating vacuous names with the theory of descrip­
tions, one is simply building into the account a question­
begging condition, namely, that the substituends of the vari­
ables are non-vacuous. Thus Russell's account of existence, 
when taken substitutionally, is seen to be circular. To enforce 
convergence one must already know what does and does not 
exist; one must already know that there is no Pegasus in order 
to eliminate" Pegasus." The substitutional reading is thus in­
compatible with the theory of descriptions because this reading 
requires singular statements, whereas the theory of descriptions 
eliminates them. 
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B. Russell's Account of Existence Objectually (Referentially) 
Interpreted 

Taken referentially, the quantificational account is no ac­
count at all. We will recall that the positive content of the 
quantificational treatment resides in the thesis that " exists " 
and its cognates are second-order predicates of propositional 
functions which assert of the latter that they are sometimes 
true. By providing a substitutional reading of the quantifiers, 
Russell is able to give an analysis of existence in terms of truth, 
an analysis which, as he says, removes it altogether from the 
list of fundamentals. (LK 828) Russell's object, then, is to 
supplant talk of existence or Being as a property of individuals 
with talk of it as a property of what are variously called con­
cepts, propositional functions, descriptions or classes. In this 
way he provides an alternative to the traditional predicational 
account of existence. There is a genuine alternative, however, 
only so long as the quantifiers are taken substitutionally; for it 
is only in this way that an explication of existence is provided 
in other more basic terms. I think it is clear not only that Rus­
sell wishes to provide an analysis of existence in terms of some 
other notion (in his case truth) but that he must provide such 
an analysis if the quantificational account is to be a genuine 
'alternative to the traditional one. It is obviously not enough to 
say that " exists " is not a first-order predicate; one must pro­
ceed to say what it is in positive terms. But it has' been seen 
that the Russellian account, when taken substitutionally, is 
circular. 

3. Problems with Quine's Objectual Interpretation of 
Quantification 
Another problem already alluded to is that there is a ten­

sion between the theory of descriptions and the substitutional 
reading of the quantifiers. On this reading, names bear the 
burden of objective reference; but the theory of singular de­
scriptions was devised to eliminate names. It is at this junc­
ture that Quine enters the picture. By pushing the theory of 
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descriptions to its draconian extreme, Quine at the same time 
makes quantification explicitly objectual. Russell had wavered 
between the two readings, as I think I have shown. He was 
pulled toward the substitutional view by his desire to provide 
an analysis of existence in other and more basic terms. But he 
confusedly thought that the substitutional view was simul­
taneously a referential one. Quine's lack of interest in substitu­
tional quantification seems in part motivated by his lack of in­
terest in providing an analysis or explication of existence in 
terms of truth or in terms of anything else.18 In Quine we en­
counter the quantificational account in something like a pure 
form. The syncategorematic character of " exists " and its 
variants stands out in bold relief. Being becomes as unques­
tionable as a logical particle. The question to be addressed is 
therefore: does the quantificational account in its explicitly 
referential (Quinean) form fare any better than the hybrid 
(Russellian) version? 

Consider the following well-known passage: 

Existence is what existential quantification expresses. There are 
things of kind F if and only if ( 3 x) Fx. This is an unhelpful as it is 
undebatable, since it is how one explains the symbolic notation of 
quantification to begin with. The fact is that it is unreasonable to 
ask for an explication of existence in simpler terms. We found an 
explication of singular existence, "a exists," as (3 x) (x=a) "; but 
explication in turn of the existential quantifier itself, " there is," 
" there are,' explication of general existence, is a forlorn cause.19 

What I shall argue is that it is only by confusing existence 
claims with instantiation claims that Quine can maintain that 
" Existence is what existential quantification expresses." By 
an " instantiation claim " I mean a claim to the effect that a 

18 Quine insists that the existential quantifier captures the usual sense of exist­
ence idioms in ordinary language. (See " A Lo!:istical Approach to the Ontological 
Problem" in WP, p. 198.) Thus he takes existence as a kind of primitive. For 
Quine's notion of philosophical analysis, see Word and Object (Cambridge: MIT 
Press, 1960), pp. !258fl'. 

19 " Existence and Quantification " in Ontological Relativity and Other Essays 
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1969), p. 97. 
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concept F has at least one instance. It amounts linguistically 
to the claim that there are substituends for "x" in the cor­
responding open sentence " x is an F " which make the latter 
come out true. It is also equivalent to Russell's talk of a propo­
sitional functions being sometimes true. " Fx" is sometimes true 
if and only if there are substituends for "x" in "x is an F" 
which make the latter true. As we have seen, it does not fol­
low, however, that there must exist real values for x, unless all 
the substituends which are names are logically proper names, 
or unless one confuses, as Russell seems to, values and substi­
tuends. By an " existence claim " I mean a claim to the effect 
that some singular item exists, quite apart from the question 
of whether a concept or concepts corresponding to the item is 
instantiated. For, as Munitz has argued, a concept (proposi­
tional function, open sentence, description) may be instan­
tiated without it being the case that the instance exists. Red 
(Redness) instantiates the concept of color, but it doesn't 
thereby exist. Even if it be denied that there are nonexistent 
instances, it is still not the case that " An F exists " has the 
same meaning as "F is instantiated," as I have argued above 
in section II, 1. On the other hand, if the existence and uni­
queness conditions of a definite description or a Searlean dis­
junction of them fail of satisfaction, it doesn't necessarily fol­
low that the referent of the name whose meaning is that de, 
scription or disjunction of descriptions doesn't exist. If Kripke 
is right in viewing proper names as rigid designators (a rigid 
designator designates the same object in every possible world 
in which that object exists), then the existence of the referent 
of a name is independent of the satisfaction of some of a set of 
definite descriptions used in fixing the reference of that name.20 

Even if it turns out that Moses (to use Wittgenstein's and 
Kripke's example) never did any of the things commonly at­
tributed to him, he still may have existed. We will recall that 
the Russellian theory of existence is a logical consequence of 
the theory of descriptions by Russell's own admission; thus a 

20 See Naming and Necessity (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1980), 
pp. 58-59, 48, �8�~�-�8�8�.� 
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refutation of the latter will deprive the former of its main sup­
port. Note however that my argument does not depend on 
the correctness of Kripke's views in the philosophy of language. 
My main point is that an instantiation claim is not necessarily 
also an exsitence claim. 

Quine confuses these two kinds of claims in the following 
way. If the existential quantifier merely makes an instantia­
tion claim, then it doesn't " express existence " in the interest­
ing sense of "existence S'impliciter." But if it makes an exist­
ence claim along with an instantiation claim, then it must pre­
suppose the existence of unspecified xs in the universe of dis­
course in which case it doesn't express or account for existence 
either. The only way the existential quantifier can make an 
existence claim without presupposing the existence of unspe­
cified x's is on a substitutional interpretation, which Quine does 
not opt for, and which is circular anyway. It is only by con­
fusing existence with instantiation that he can say that exist­
ence is what existential quantification expresses. The fact is 
that the existential quantifier merely says that a pre-existing 
unspecified individual instantiates a concept F. "There are 
things of kind F if and only if ( E x) Fx." Existential quantifica­
tion doesn't express existence, it presupposes it. " There are 
things of kind F " can mean either " F is instantiated " or " Fs 
exist." Now to say that F is instantiated is to say that" Fx" 
is sometimes true, which amounts to substitutional quantifica­
tion to maintain referential quantification, Quine must pre­
suppose pre-existing xs. So he either presupposes existence (in 
which case he hasn't accounted for it) or assimilates it to in­
stantiation (in which case the account is circular). 

Notice that if the burden of reference is borne by quantified 
variables, then unspecified individuals must already exist in 
order to satisfy propositional functions, in order to answer to 
descriptions. In that case, we are back to talk of existence as a 
first-order property. It is just that existence is now a property 
of unspecified xs. This avoids the problems attending the view 
that existence is attached in predication to the referents of 
proper names (specified xs). The problems were that if affirm-
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ative existentials are true, they are meaningless; and if false, 
contradictory. Elimination of singular terms (naming expres­
sions) shifts the onus of reference onto the quantifiers. The 
meaning of a name is now no longer a question of whether or 
not it refers. But why should reference and existence have any­
thing to do with logical quantity? Why should anyone think 
that existence is expressed by the sign for " some"? 

It is interesting and somewhat puzzling to note that Quine 
himself in his lecture " The Variable " dissociates the referen­
tial and quantitative aspects of the quantifiers: " ... the quan­
titative force of the quantifier, the ' all ' and ' some', is irrele­
vant to the distinctive work of the bound variable and irrele­
vant to its referential function." 21 Quine goes on to say that 
the " distinctive work of the bound variable " is performed by 
the " such that " idiom: " x such that Fx." The quantifiers can 
be explained in terms of this idiom: 

The quantifiers are ' there is something x such that ' and ' every­
thing is (a thing) x such that' ... Quantification can be thought 
of as application of a functor ' 3 ' or 'A' to a predicate; and this 
functor is what carries the pure quantitative import, with no in­
trusion of variables. (WP 276) 

These remarks would seem to comport none too well with the 
claim that " Existence is what existential quantification ex­
presses." For if to be (to exist) is to be (to exist as) the value 
of a bound variable, and if the binding factor is the " such 
that " idiom, then the quantifiers and a fortiori the " existen­
tial" quantifier have nothing to do with existence or being. The 
purely quantitative quantifier says nothing about existence. 
"There are horses" means "Something is a horse"; in the 
latter, the function of "is" is copulative only. Likewise, the 
" is " in " There is something x such that " is copulative and 
not existential. If it were otherwise the functor " 3 " would not 
have purely quantitative import. "There is something x such 
that x is a horse " merely makes an instantiation claim; it says 
that the concept horse has at least one instance. It is a round­
about way of saying "Something is a horse." Thus Quine's 

21 WP, p. 275. 
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view that existence is expressed by the existential quantifier is 
once again seen to rest on the confusion of existence and in­
stantiation claims. Existence is a matter of quantification only 
if existence is reduced to instantiation. The same confusion 
would also prevent him from seeing any incompatibility be­
tween the just-cited passages and the view that the particular 
quantifier expresses existence. 

There is yet another reason for dissociating existence and the 
"existential" quantifier. From 1939 on, Quine has repeatedly 
urged that " To be is to be the value of a (bound) variable." 
If this is so, and if Quine makes no distinction between Being 
and existence, then how can Quine claim that existence is what 
existential quantification expresses? He could just as well have 
said that existence is expressed by universal quantification, or 
that it is expressed by quantification in general. For " existen­
tial " and universal quantifications are interdefinable. It would 
appear that nothing but confusion is engendered by calling the 
particular quantifier an "existential" quantifier. As we have 
seen, one thereby comes to confuse the two separate questions 
of existence and instantiation. To say that at least one mem­
ber of a universe of discourse falls under a concept F says noth­
ing at all about the existence of this member. A non-existing 
instance is no less an instance than an existing one. And even 
if all instances exist, " being an instance " is not synonomous 
with "being an existent." Conversely, the concepts used to 
identify an entity may fail of instantiation without affecting 
the existence of the entity. 

III. Concluding Remarks 

The main result of the foregoing considerations is that ques­
tions about Being or existence have little to fear from the quan­
tificational account of existence. The view that the meaning of 
"existence " can be given in terms of propositional functions 
and existential quantifiers has been shown to be highly ques­
tionable. The fact that logic and ontology are closely related 
at many points should not be taken as sanctioning an uncri­
tical passage from one to the other. Enormously influential 
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Quinean dicta have too long obscured this point. This does not 
mean, however, that the logic of " exists " cannot be clarified 
using the symbolism of modern logic. Important work in this 
area has been done by N ahknikian and Salmon, Lejewski, H.S. 
Leonard, Hintikka, Lambert, Cocchiarella, Rescher and others. 
It is interesting to note, however, that some of these authors 
contravene the traditional stricture that " ... the syntactical 
form in which modern logic introduces the sign for existence is 
such that it cannot, like a predicate, be applied to signs for ob­
jects, but only to predicates ... " 22 Indeed, it is by treating 
"exists" as a predicate (albeit as a very special one) that 
these authors provide the illumination they do. Those who at­
tempt to provide a formal definition of existence are apparent­
ly unwilling to rest content with the facile answers of Russell 
and Quine. 

At the beginning 0£ this paper I stated in effect that if the 
quantificational account of existence is true, the question con­
cerning Being or existence is a pseudoquestion. If I have been 
successful in refuting the quanti:ficational account, it of course 
does not follow that I have thereby established the meaning­
fulness of questions about the conceptual content of existence 
or Being. This involves a number of further considerations. It 
is enough if I have contributed to a dismantling of the central 
dogma sanctioning the neglect of these questions. Logic alone 
does not provide a resolution of philosophical problems. Or in 
the recent words of Kripke, " There is no mathematical substi­
tute for philosophy." 23 * 

University of Dayton 
Dayton, Ohio 

WILLIAM F. VALLICELLA 

22 Rudolf Carnap, " The Overcoming of Metaphysics through Logical Analysis 
of Language," loc. cit. 

23 "Is There a Problem about Substitutional Quantification? " in Truth and 
Meaning: Essays in Semantics, ed. Gareth Evans and John McDowell (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1976), p. 416. 

* I wish to thank Richard and Veda Cobb-Stevens, William Richards and 
Quentin Smith for comments and criticisms. The article was written during the 
summer of 1980, while I enjoyed a Summer Research Grant from the University 
of Dayton. 
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Philosophical Explanations. By ROBERT Nozrox:. Cambridge, Mass.: 
Harvard University Press (Belknap), 1981. Pp. 764. $25.00. 

Philosophical Explanations has, in whole or in part, been given a warm 
and friendly reception. It is certainly an important book, important for 
some of the arguments contained in it, important as an example of a new 
style of philosophizing, different from the empiricist tradition from Locke 
to Russell, different from the analytic tradition influenced by Wittgen­
stein, and perhaps important as symptomatic of some shift going on in 
academic philosophy. In reading the empiricists one had the initial im­
pression that what was written was so clear that the problem was with the 
unfamiliarity of the thought embodied in what was said; the language 
seemed a translucent medium. The later Wittgenstein (or John Wisdom, 
or Ryle, or Anscombe, or Malcolm, or Austin-not that he was a Wittgen­
steinian) seemed difficult, but the difficulty lay not in what was said-this 
was as plain as anything by Swift or Cobbett-but in two other things: 
the complexity and, as it were, the denseness of the examples offered (and 
it was a part of the method that the work was as full of examples as a 
good Christmas pudding is of raisins, currants, and other fruits), and the 
connections of one thought with another, as in the intricate discussion of 
the notion of a private language, or of remembering, or of imaging. 

Nozick's book seems to float above much of the discussion of the years 
since the second World War. It therefore presents difficulties for one, 
such as the reviewer, whose philosophical life began,* to go in for a bit of 
self-caricature, with "The world is everything that is the case" and started 
to slow down with Anscombe's " Causality and Determination ". Much con­
temporary work is available, without severe difficu:ffilty, to one with such 
an intellectual formation; for example, Donald Davidson's papers or 
Richard Rorty's Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature or the writings of 
Stanley Cavell. Nozick's work I don't find immediately available in the 
same way, perhaps in part because his prose, as well as being a loose, in­
formal, flexible instrument, falls into obscurity at times; "this", to choose 
an example, often sends us searching for, and not always finding, its 
antecedent. 

*Narrowly considered. I don't mean the beginning of my thinking, which had 
other, and baleful, tnodels to struggle with. And of course I had read Descartes 
and Kant and Berkeley et al. before I ever heard the names of Peirce and 
Wittgenstein. 

268 



BOOK REVIEWS �~�6�9� 

Again, Nozick's work strikes me as distinctively American in that I 
find, or think I find, traces of many ancestors peculiar to, or more likely 
to be found in, the United States: Emerson and the transcendentalists in 
general, even in those forms guyed by Dickens in Martin Chuzzlewit, Wil­
liam James, rabbinical commentary, perhaps Royce. There are even con­
nections with contemporary American culture: the use of " ethical " to 
mean good or right-this I call the Rotarian or pharmaceutical sense. It 
is odd to find this use in a philosopher, for it seems to rule many obvious 
locutions out of order. 

N ozick's manner of pursuing philosophy is sketched in the Preface to 
his Anarchy, State, and Utopia, an ingenious, amusing, rather modish-it 
was given the 1975 National Book Award-work, one that looks useful to 
conservatives, though they should perhaps look rather carefully before 
adding Nozick to Friedman, Buckley, and other members of their stage 
army. Here are the relevant remarks; they apply with the same force to 
Philosophical Explanations. 

I write in the mode of much contemporary philosophical work in epistemology 
or metaphysics: there are elaborate arguments, claims rebutted by unlikely counter­
examples, surprising theses, puzzles, abstract structural conditions, challenges to 
find another theory which fits a specified range of cases, startling conclusions, 
and so on. 

Before I give some account of the book and look at some of the ideas 
and arguments it contains, I begin with Nozick's defence of his title1 ,that 
is, his justification of the role of explanation as distinct from proof or 
demonstration in philosophy. His suggestion isn't that philosophers have 
hitherto not chosen to go in for explanation but rather that their explana­
tions have, so to speak, presupposed an ideal point, or perhaps curve, 
labelled " proof/ demonstration ", point or curve that lies beyond their 
stammering arguments, and to which they get close if they are very good 
and their arguments very well constructed. To this Nozick has a moral ob­
jection. The intention of proof/ demonstration is to coerce the mind. This 
may not be quite right about all philosophers; but it is true that Plato 
and Descartes attach much importance to mathematical demonstration as 
a type or exemplar of what coming to know in philosophy would, in the 
most favorable circumstances, be like. Today we don't doubt, I suppose, 
that they were deeply and interestingly mistaken. But the moral argument 
against the priority of proof/demonstration, as the kind of argument to 
which philosophers should aspire, has point, in itself, and as carrying 
with it an implied comment on the history of philosophy. It also has some­
thing to say about the presence of a dark temper among philosophers, one 
of which they should, if Nozick is right, try to purge themselves. 

Philosophy seems not to be a progressive science that accumulates re-
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sults and in so doing constitutes a body of knowledge to be taught in the 
schools. Logic, by contrast, is just such a science, and although its prog" 
ress has been spasmodic from Aristotle onwards, with the importance of 
the late-medieval contribution only recognized in modern times, no one 
doubts that in the last hundred years the subject has grown in force and 
coherence and is now flourishing. Meta-logical and meta-mathematical 
problems are philosophical, and here debate continues as much as over 
questions of epistemology and metaphysics. It is a mark of a progressive 
science that all those of reasonable intelligence who are brought within 
the activity of the science come to a rough agreement over what the sci­
ence has established. There will always be " meta-" questions that can't, 
sometimes, be easily distinguished from questions within the science, and 
this may especially be the case today in the more theoretical branches of 
physics and in the larger questions of evolutionary theory, as in discus­
sions in mathematics between "realists" and "conventionalists". An 
examination of the what-it-is in Aristotle or of personal identity in Hume 
would never, simply on account of the subject-matter, be rejected by the 
editor of a philosophical periodical, despite their having originated in dis­
cussions far away and long ago; whereas scientific theories of the same 
antiquity now have only historical interest. 

What seems to make philosophy a subject is not a body of conclusions, 
or an agreement over methods and criteria, but agreement over the cen­
trality of a group of problems or questions; over how to solve or to an­
swer them there has not hitherto been agreement and none seems likely 
in the future, though there is agreement-though how to characterize this is 
itself a question in philosophy-over the merits of certain solutions or 
ways of framing questions. This is why Aristotle and Plato, Aquinas and 
Ockham, Descartes, Berkeley and Hume and Kant, Frege and Wittgen­
stein, are permanently interesting and are always coming into contempo­
rary discussions. (The waywardness of philosophy also teaches us how 
irony is a virtue in philosophers.) 

Such considerations provide a rationale for Nozick's view that it is 
morally obnoxious to try to force people into a corner in which the al­
ternatives are submission or death. Insistence upon proof/demonstration 
is an attempt to drive an opponent into a corner and to allow him no exit. 
(Many years ago this reviewer came upon a small book by two philosophers 
from a Canadian university in which it was argued that those who were 
taken through St. Thomas's "five ways,,-and were not at the end of it 
convinced of their truth showed either their stupidity or their moral 
turpitude.) Nozick wants to maintain that the large questions that in­
terest him-" Does life have a meaning? Are there objective ethical truths? 
What is the nature of our identity as selves? Must our knowledge and 
understanding stay within fixed limits" (1)-are not decently to be han-
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clled by the method of knock-down proof/demonstration. Certainly much 
philosophy does seem to be cast in the form of proof/demonstration. An 
argument that takes the form of a transcendental deduction, as in Kant, 
looks very like an attempt at intellectual coercion. And yet Kant is, in 
Nozick's view, an explainer when he asks, for instance, how it is possible 
for us to have synthetic necessary knowledge. And so with such venerable 
questions as " What is justice 'I " and " Is the just life the most profit­
able 'I". Here our passages from premises to conclusions, and our revisions 
of premises in the light of conclusions that are unwelcome or look wrong, 
and our telling of stories about the ring of Gyges, or about the just man 
who suffers injustice and loss of reputation and dies the worst death, or 
about the tyrant who falls, on account of what he makes of his soul, into 
paranoia and cannibalism, are efforts to exhibit possible explanations in 
various lights and contexts. 

The topics on which Nozick offers explanations are: "The Identity of 
the Self", "Knowledge and Scepticism", "Free Will ", "Foundations of 
Ethics ", and "Philosophy and the Meaning of Life ". Such topics are 
full of meat, and in principle one can't grumble at the more than seven 
hundred pages devoted to them. This is a big book about big topics. In 
my judgment the successes are to be found in the treatment of the first 
three of the topics. I find what he writes about ethics and about " values " 
unsatisfactory, too related, full of whimsy, verbose. 

I choose within the group of questions concerning the self the discus­
sion of personal identity through time. It is a familiar question since 
Hurne. It has been closely studied by Bernard Williams and others, it is 
relevant to the theological discussions of resurrection and immortality, and 
it has become familiar to many outside academic philosophy through 
puzzles set out by the writers of science fiction. 

We are to suppose that, for example, a given individual's brain is at­
tached to a new body, the old body attached to a new brain; or that a new 
individual just like me in appearance and equipped by scientists with a 
brain into which my memories, mental quirks, and so on, have been pro­
grammed, comes into existence five hours or five years down the road. If 
I am then still alive and a contemporary of my copy, then of course there 
is no problem, except for other people, for my copy is just a copy. But 
suppose that only the copy were to survive'! Would I at this moment 
when I am still alive care about the copy surviving in the future'! If we 
lived in a world in which this kind of thing happened all the time, would 
we come to accept that the continuity-for it is continuity of a kind­
between the original individual and the copy was the best kind of con­
tinuity to be had, though of course (in such a world) if we had fantasies 
of individuals surviving along with their copies we should no doubt think 
longingly about the fantasy people'! I think there is no difficulty in sup-
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posing that we should care what happens to the copy, for we can certain­
ly care about the kind of lettering carved on our gravestones and suffer 
exquisitely now at the thought that the lettering may be coarse and ill 
proportioned. We can construct a mosaic of science-fiction type possibili­
ties-someone is given half my brain, someone is given a simulacrum of 
half my brain, someone has my actual brain, not a copy, but attached to 
a different body, and so on-but the same principle shines through all the 
examples: there is always a best, or better (if there are only two), candi­
date for the job of being myself in the future. Now, if there is psycho­
physical continuity between John 1 at T 1 and T 2, then no matter how 
many spitting images of John 1 there may be-John 0n_, John 1 is the only 
survivor worth considering. But Nozick argues that if John 1 is elimi­
anted, then John•, as the closest continuer of John 1, will be John 1, that 
is, if I am John 1, then in these circumstances John" will be me. This, 
the closest continuer theory, is certainly something that conflicts with our 
deepest precritical convictions about personal identity and continuity. 
What makes me think I may have misunderstood the argument is that in 
the end he seems to hedge on the question; he uses as an example of the 
closest-continuer theory the question of what constitutes the identity over 
time of a group of philosophers, namely, the Vienna Circle. This seems, 
if we are to take the closest continuer theory seriously, sophistical; the 
analogy between an individual person and a group doesn't work except 
on mad Hegelian principles. In any case, the defence of the closest-con­
tinuer theory ends with a shrug: " The closest continuer theory is the 
best Parmenides can do in an almost Heraclitean world " ( 46). We are 
grateful for the "almost"· 

The impulse behind the discussion is worth noting: it is that we are 
"valuable and precious", certainly to ourselves, and perhaps in some 
other sense. It is because we care about ourselves, and about selves, that 
we go into the question of personal identity with such appetite; and the 
problem also matters as an illustration of a wider issue in philosophy­
the application of the concepts of identity, continuity, and change in other 
cases, in quantum physics, for example. In all this Nozick is close in 
spirit to the Greeks. 

The next stage in the discussion of the self is a good account of re­
flexivity, in which the very Kantian-sounding question, " How is reflexive 
self-knowledge possible?", is asked. Occasionally one is seized-this is too 
rare in the book-by an example that could-be one of those remarks on the 
natural history of mankind commended by Wittgenstein. I liked espe­
cially: 

That we use linguistic bits and sounds to refer is a technological fact; these 
items are easily produceable [sic], even in the absence of the referent, without 
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great exertion, starting at an early age. Organisms anything like us would not 
use double back-flips as a standard referring item, or any sound that so contorted 
and ached the mouth and larynx that it could be produced only once a month 
(83). 

Nozick makes the good point, and ties it to reflexivity, that when one 
cares about oneself it is just as oneself, and not in virtue of one's hav­
ing some property, whereas self-hatred is always hatred of onself as the 
bearer of some undesirable property (109). 

I leave aside a fascinating discussion (115-164) of "Why is there some­
thing rather than nothing f ", simply commending it as useful reading for 
philosophers interested in theological topics, and especially in that of 
creation. 

The section on epistemology, and especially chapter 3 ("Knowledge 
and Skepticism "), contains the most arresting, and most difficult, argu­
ments in the book. N ozick's design is to show us " how knowledge can 
exist even given the skeptic's possibilities", for we believe, on roughly 
Humian grounds, "that the skeptical possibilities are logical possibilities" 
(167). 

In this section we are introduced to the idea of "tracking". I will try, 
with strongly felt diffidence, to present this idea. It is, so far as I know, 
original, at least as discriminated in just this way by Nozick, and it is 
certainly important if it can discharge the various tasks, in ethics as well 
as epistemology, Nozick sets for it. 

The example that gives the discussion its start is again a science-fiction 
style of example. (The days in which we stretched ourselves by consider­
ing round coins that looked elliptical, parallel railway lines that converged 
in the distance, umbrellas seen moving in the street from a high window, 
mirror images, and the like, seem like an age of innocence, and perhaps 
this was such an age, for the examples in the style of science fiction blend 
into other themes drawn from the ideas of medical experimentation de­
riving from what went on in the German concentration camps.) 

Here is someone who is floating in a tank. Psychologists stimulate his 
brain in such a way that it produces in him certain beliefs about his situa­
tion, such as the belief that he is in the tank, or something else, say, that 
he is writing a review of Philosophical Explanations. If he believes he is 
in the tank, this can't count as knowledge, for he isn't believing in virtue 
0£ the fact that he is in the tank but in virtue of his being stimulated by 
the psychologists. Believing that p, and its being -the case that p, are thus 
not enough to count as knowledge. (This resembles a puzzle we might 
extract from Malebranche. I see a warm luminous disc which I identify 
as the sun. There is indeed a sun having just the properties I attribute 
to it at T 1• But since God is the only causal agent, my seeing the sun 
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and there being in the heavens just such a sun are both divinely created 
effects. There is no causal connection between my seeing the sun and the 
sun. This means that in matters of perception there can be true belief 
but no knowledge. Even as true belief, the belief is confined to the sun's 
having the properties I attribute to it; but if it is a part of my belief 
that my seeing the sun is the ground for my attributing the properties to 
it, what then are we to say'/ My seeing-the-sun is not ground for claiming 
that I am seeing the sun, though it is a ground [owing to the Divine good­
ness] for claiming that the sun has such and such properties. This view 
will have vast consequences in the thought of Hume, and anticipates theses 
in Berkeley, notably in the De ll:lotu.) 

Now, the problem is to show how believing that p, and p, can be en­
riched in such a way that we pass from believing correctly that p to 
knowing that p. " In knowledge, a belief is linked somehow to the fact 
believed; without this linkage there may be true belief but there will not 
be knowledge" (169). Nozick thinks this linkage can't be an additional 
fact-at least, he says "not simply an additional fact "-and he doesn't 
think Plato's account (believing that p, and p, and there being good evi­
dence that p) will do; nor, at least in many cases, and these the most in­
teresting, will the linkage's being causal do the trick, though this is some­
times plausible. 

Nozick adds to the first (insufficient) conditions of knowledge-these 
are: 1) p is true, and 2) S believes that p-two further, subjunctive, con­
ditions: 3) If p were not true, S would not believe that p, and 4) If p 
were true, S would believe that p. This last subjunctive indicates that 
one's believing p is sensitive to p where p is true. To return to the man 
in the tank : he does not satisfy 4) , for it is not the case that if he were 
in the tank he would believe it. Of course he also does not satisfy 3) ; but 
the importance of 4) is that it brings out the necessity to be sensitive to 
the fact that p. (By " sensitive " nothing psychological is necessarily in­
tended, though there seem to be cases where 4) would be satisfied by a 
causal relation, and this could be psychological.) 

Now for "tracking". This is a term for the "situation when a person's 
belief is thus subjunctively connected to the fact. Let us say of a person 
who believes that p, which is true, that when 3) and 4) hold, his belief 
tracks the truth that p. To know is to have a belief that tracks the truth. 
Knowledge is a particular way of being connected to the world, having a 
specific real factual connection to the world : tracking it " ( 178) 

I won't follow Nozick in what he justly describes as " refinements and 
epicycles" in his treatment of the idea of tracking. I will instead say 
something about the use to which he puts the idea in his discussion of 
skepticism. 

He begins by bringing out how puzzling it is that skepticism should be 
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perpetually green. If it were easily refutable, we should expect it to have 
withered and died long ago; but it still flourishes. " The continual felt need 
to refute skepticism, and the difficulty in doing so, attests to the power of 
the skeptic's position, the depth of his worries" (197). True to the spirit 
of his Introduction, Nozick is concerned, not with the refutation of skepti­
cism, but to explain how knowledge is possible, not to prove that knowl­
edge is possible, still less to give us a technique for determining if in a 
given case we can overcome the skeptical doubt. 

Let us suppose that I am the man in the tank and that someone is stimu­
lating my brain so that I believe I am writing a review of Nozick's book, 
hitting the keys of the typewriter, filling my pipe, etc. The skeptic wants 
to say (perhaps suicidally) that there is no way in which this hypothesis 
can be excluded. It may, for all we know (!),be true. This would be ad­
mitted by Descartes, for the only way of knowing we are not enchanted by 
the malicious demon is to invoke an external guarantor; but since this 
guarantor does notoriously deceive us a lot of the time-we erroneously 
suppose that when we beat dogs and horses they suffer pain-and since it 
is conceivable (Nozick makes this point) that our being deceived through­
out our earthly life is merely a state of probation, after which our real, 
and truth-tracking, life will start, it is still true that for all we know very 
extravagant, as we suppose, hypotheses may be true. 

Nozick's solution is not Wittgenstein's: skeptical doubts have no pur­
chase, they don't count as doubts, language here is idling: but that given 
the four conditions of something's counting as knowledge, it is possible 
to explain, in the face of skeptical objections, the possibility of knowl­
edge. Knowledge as tracking doesn't offer an explanation of how to de­
cide in particular cases where we are uncertain if believing that p and p's 
being true are accompanied by the other two conditions. But it does pro­
vide a rationale for the enterprise of trying to decide how knowledge is 
possible. The whole discussion is intricate, and I am not sure that I have 
mastered it or that I am right in formulating N ozick's basic argument 
against the skeptics as being: I do not know that I am not in the tank; 
I do know that if I am in the tank I am not hitting the keys of my type­
writer, etc.; but I do know that I am hitting the keys of my typewriter­
! track this fact. This doesn't refute the skeptic but it explains why we 
need not pay him a lot of attention. 

One feature of Nozick's treatment of skepticism strikes me as wrongly 
put. He treats as an alternative hypothesis to the one of the man in the 
tank the possibility that I am dreaming Surely this won't do. If I dream 
that I am typing out this review, then it is false that I am typing out this 
review, for I don't do �a�n�y�t�h�i�n�g�~�!� don't even perform logical operations­
in a dream. Saying " I believe that p" in a dream is dreaming that I 
say "I believe that p ", and I can no more do such things in a dream than 
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I can get married or commit a murder in a dream. Supposing that I am 
in a dream is not at all the same kind of thing as supposing that I am 
really in a tank being given experiences through my being interfered with 
by psychologists with access to my brain. 

I have already said about the long section on ethics and on the meaning 
of life that I find it unsuccessful. 

I can make very little of all his talk about "values". He takes what 
an English philosopher once called "Hume's Law" (as though Hume 
really were, as he aspired to be, the Boyle or the Newton of philosophy ) , 
the principle that no normative statements can be deduced from factual 
statements, very seriously in ways that seem to have been disposed of by 
students of Hume's text and philosophers inquiring about its sense. There 
is no reference to Maclntyre's "Hume on' Is' and 'Ought' "(The PMlo­
sophical Review, 1959), or to the papers, by Atkinson, Flew, Hunter, 
and Hudson, that followed the article. Indeed, British moral philosophers 
scarcely get a look-in. There is one reference to Philippa Foot (but this 
has to do with a point about the interpretation of Nietzsche), two refer­
ences to Hampshire, one to Hare. But in general it is as though the work 
of the British in this field had never happened. Perhaps this is not so 
surprising, for much of the entire section on value-more than half the 
book-is taken over by a breathy rhetoric which seems to go beyond 
philosophy or never to reach it. I have in mind especially two embarras­
sing passages on p. 513; and something that might well come from an 
ethical number of Reader's Digest, if we can imagine-as we can perhaps 
too readily do--such a thing : " We all know people, I hope, who bring 
out the best in us, people in whose presence we should be embarrassed to 
speak or act from unworthy motives, people who glow. In their presence 
we feel elevated. We are pushed or lured or nudged further along a path 
of development or perfection; rather, we are inspired to move ourselves 
along in the direction shown " ( 511). This is a little like a famous passage 
in Bergson's Les Deux Sources, but it lacks the elegance, and the glow 
never bursts into flame, scattering heat and sparks, as it does in Bergson. If 
Nozick is here talking about holiness, and not just about charisma in its 
modern and degraded sense, then he ought to have noted how repellent, 
how shame-making, how bitter, such mediocrities as most of us are can 
find the presence of the holy. "Depart from me, 0 Lord, for I am a sin­
ful man". 

There is all the same much material of logical and epistemological in­
terest in this section, and we often forget about that dreary subject, 
axiology. The notion of tracking is again put to work; we are said in 
making true ethical statements to be tracking " bestness ". This is puzz­
ling as well as inelegant, for so much of the moral life is not so much 
concerned with getting better and better, with moral Coueism, as with 
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learning, at least, to heed the prohibitions that are so necessary, so ground­
ing a feature of any articulated moral system. But Nozick seems unin­
terested in the interdictory and writes for the most part as though some 
kind of ideal utilitarianism were true. People are concerned with realiz­
ing values and with growth in value, and perhaps with seeing to it that 
value-seeking and -creation become cosmic activities. I have to quote, 
though I feel embarrassed to do so, and can scarcely believe that it is 
written by the author of the book's earlier sections, Nozick's peroration. 

We can envision a humanistic philosophy, a self-consciously artistic one, sculp­
ting ideas, value, and meaning into new constellations, reverberative with mythic 
power, lifting and ennobling us by its content and by its creation, leading us to 
understand and to respond to value and meaning-to experience them and attain 
them anew (647). 

This reminds us of something, perhaps a little of Teilhard de Chardin at 
his most vapid, perhaps of H. G. Wells of the period of God the Invisible 
King, m013t of all, I fear, of the literary lady in chapter 34 of Martin 
Chuzzlewit, who saluted the presentation of a Program to a Hominy as 
follows. 

" Mind and matter," said the lady in the wig, " glide swift into the vortex of 
immensity. Howls the sublime, and softly sleeps the calm Ideal, in the whispering 
chambers of Imagination. To hear, sweet it is. But then, outlaughs the stern 
philosopher, and saith to the Grotesque, 'What ho! arrest for me that Agency. 
Go, bring it here! ' And so the vision fadeth." 

J. M. CAMERON 

389 Dundas St. 

London, Ontario, Canada 

Aristotle and Logical Theory. By JONATHAN LEAR. Cambridge: Cam­
bridge University Press, 1980. Pp. xi + 123. $17.50. 

Aristotle is "not only the father of logic, but also the (grand-) father of 
metalogic "; his logical programme is " one of the triumphs of human 
thought"· The book is intended to be "an interpretation of that pro­
gramme" (ix). It consists of six chapters, dealing respectively with 
"Syllogistic consequence" (1-14), "Completeness and compactness" 
( 15-33), " Hypothetical syllogisms " ( 34-53), " Invalid inferences" ( 54-
75), " Invalid proofs " (with " A note on ignorance", 76-97), " Proof by 
refutation" (98-114). A Bibliography (115-120) and two Indices (121-
123) are added. In every chapter the author endeavors to show-and often 
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with success-that Aristotle had either the modern problem in question or 
a problem analogous to it. The Index locorum gives an insight into the 
author's main interests: the most frequently quoted Aristotelian chapters 
are (in that order): An.Pr. A 23, Met r, An. Pr.a 22,An.Pr.A 4, B 14, B 
16, and A 44. On the other hand, An.Pr.A 8-22 are not mentioned, not 
even A 15. 

The book contains a number of analyses which would merit a thorough 
examination. This will not be offered here. Instead some remarks will be 
made on two points which may be of interest to N eo-Scholastics and render 
the work of Mr. Lear sympathetic to them. 

1. The study is completely a-historical, and indeed in two ways. First, 
the Organon is considered as forming one block, without any sort of 
evolution and change occurring, e.g. between the Topics and the Prior 
Analytics. Solmsen is not even mentioned, nor are other scholars who did 
work on the problem, e.g. Minucci. Now, while this is a method often used 
by the Neo-Scholastics, it is hardly defensible. And once the possibility of 
changes occurring in Aristotle is admitted, the results of the inquiry might 
become very different from what they are. 

This is one way in which the work is a-historical. It is also a-historical 
in another way: the author is not interested in the interpretations supplied 
by his predecessors, except some of those who wrote recently in English 
or have been translated into English. One striking example of this laek 
of interest is the fact that Theophrastus is not mentioned. Now it is true 
that he did not have the privilege of an education at Cambridge. But, 
since he was a student under Aristotle himself, became his successor as 
head of the school, and wrote extensively on hypothetical syllogisms, one 
might imagine that his interpretation of Aristotle on that point is not 
quite irrelevant. 

2. The second point concerns the interpretation of the Aristotelian 
"categorical" syllogisms. The author holds that they are rules (following 
Smiley and the Stoic tradition)-as against those who have said (with 
Lukasiewicz) that they are laws. He is even very categorical on that 
point. This is again something which many N eo-Scholastics will like, for 
they also interpreted (if in a rather unconscious way) the Aristotelian 
syllogisms after the Stoic fashion. That was, by the way, probably one 
of the major reasons for the violent opposition of many Neo-Scholastics 
to mathematical logic and its (Lukasiewiczian) interpretation of Aristotle. 

Now it seems certain that we can interpret the said syllogisms either as 
laws or as rules. But this does not imply that Aristotle himself thought of 
them as being either the one or the other. On the contrary, there is not a 
single trace of a distinction between a law and a rule in his preserved writ­
ings and we have every reason to believe that he never drew it. That be-
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ing so, it seems that no consistent interpretation of all Aristotelian texts 
as formulating either laws or rules is possible. 

The present reviewer believes, however, that the use of the classical 
(law-) interpretation as applied to portions of the Analytics did work 
very well. It will be enough to mention the results obtained by A. Becker 
and Lukasiewicz. 

University of Fribourg 
Switzerland 

J.M. BOCHENSKI, O.P. 

:Maimonides and Aquinas: A Contemporary Appraisal. By JACOB HABER­

MAN. New York: KTAV Publishing House, 1979. Pp. 289. $17.50. 

Despite Aquinas's well known indebtedness to Maimonides in many re­
spects, contemporary scholars have been understandably cautious about 
comparing them. Their strikingly dissimilar pedagogical styles-Mai­
monides's Guide deliberately esoteric, Aquinas's Summa striving for lucid­
ity-may reflect a more profound difference in their convictions and aims. 
While both thinkers were initially suspected of Aristotelian rationalism 
within their respective faith communities, the charge has stuck much more 
persistently through the centuries in regard to Maimonides. Some critics 
have even supposed that he was a conscious rationalist who wrote ob­
scurely in order to conceal this very fact from his less sophisticated or­
thodox contemporaries. 

Jacob Haberman is aware of all this (pp. 8-9) but still considers it 
legitimate to treat Maimonides and Aquinas a pari as representatives of 
medieval speculative thought. He quickly overcomes his hesitation as to 
whether these thinkers' systems are essentially theological or philosophi­
cal, or whether either should be called a "system" at all, and proposes to 
evaluate both authors' efforts as though they were philosophical systems 
(pp. 20-21). After two very brief chapters attempting to summarize Mai­
monides's and Aquinas's syntheses respectively, the bulk of Haberman's 
book criticizes both endeavors adversely and argues that they illustrate the 
futility of any effort to harmonize religious and philosophical or scientific 
thought. 

The starting point for Haberman's critique is the Maimonidean-Thomis­
tic discussion of the eternal vs. temporal existence of the universe and its 
bearing on the biblical doctrine of creation. The conscious dependence of 
Aquinas's analysis on Maimonides is noted, although for Haberman St. 
Thomas's treatment of the problem " turns out to be more subtle and 
philosophically sophisticated " ( p. 31). Haberman's own reflections prove 
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very difficult to follow because, within the next seven pages, the focus of 
his argument has shifted several times : from the creation question to the 
existence of God; then to the alleged incompatibility between Aristotle's 
First Unmoved Mover and the God of Jews or Christians; and immediate­
ly thereafter to the dogma of transubstantiation. In the succeeding chap­
ters, Haberman's attack is progressively widened to include Aquinas's 
speculation on the Trinity, the notion of analogy, and-finally-Aristo­
telian categories generally. According to the author, the medieval masters 
end up giving us pseudo-philosophy by way of either contradiction (some­
times contrived, in Maimonides's case) or verbalism (Aquinas). 

Haberman has made a special effort to be fair to Aquinas by consulting 
reputable commentators and shows some awareness that there are several 
different Thomistic approaches to the relation between faith and reason, 
though in practice he relies almost exclusively on the perspective of Gilson. 
His over-all understanding of the medievals appears to be biased, more 
than he realizes, by a fideistic posture (acknowledged in the introductory 
chapter) variously indebted to Kant, Hume and contemporary analytic 
philosophy. In virtue of this epistemological stance, Haberman cannot 
allow that any philosophical discussions truly enlighten us about the na­
ture of God-either as demonstrations in the realm of natural theology or 
as explications of supernatural mysteries believed on faith. 

Arguably Thomists have sometimes made exaggerated claims for the 
value of speculative discourse about God, although not to the extent that 
Haberman thinks. (He attributes a particularly absurd exaggeration to 
this reviewer [p. 117] by misconstruing the context of a marginal comment 
in pre-publication correspondence.) But leaving aside the contrary ex­
aggerations of Haberman's own sweeping critique, his concluding chapter 
makes some worthwhile and eloquent points concerning " knowledge of 
God " in the biblical sense which goes beyond mere cognitive understand­
ing, underlining the speculative theologian's need for humility before the 
incomprehensible reality of God. An epilogue and five appendices present 
some interesting aspects of Jewish intellectual history, both medieval and 
modern. 

St. John's University 
Jamaica, New York 

BRUCE A. WILLIAMS, O.P. 
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The Philosophy of Baruch Spinoza. Edited by RICHARD :KENNINGTON. 

Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 1980. 

Pp. vi+ 323. 

From a distance this book appears to be a fictionalized biography. One 
sees only "Baruch Spinoza" (in very large letters) and not "The 
Philosophy of" (in tiny letters), and the charcoal-gray jacket presents a 
sensual rather than sapient young Baruch in seventeenth-century garb. 
Coming closer, however, one is relieved-or disappointed-to find a col­
lection of sixteen scholarly articles on the philosophy of Spinoza. The col­
lection is based upon a lecture-series held at The Catholic University of 
America in 1977 to commemorate the three-hundredth anniversary of the 
philosopher's death. (Oddly enough, this is nowhere stated in the book or 
even on the jacket.) 

With such books it is, I suppose, almost a conditioned reflex for veteran 
reviewers to say that the articles are of uneven quality. That is always a 
safe statement, but in the present case it is relatively inappropriate: all 
the entries are respectable contributions from able scholars, and none de­
serves to be curtly dismissed or ignored. There is a problem, however, 
about how to proceed with one's nonignoring. The editor has arranged 
the articles under five headings which are helpful but also somewhat ar­
bitrary, except perhaps for " Spinoza's Philosophy of Politics and Reli­
gion" and " Spinoza and German Philosophy." The essays under the 
other three headings-" Spinoza's Ethics," " Spinoza's Metaphysics,'' and 
" Alternative Approaches to Spinoza "-are mostly concerned at once with 
the Ethics, with metaphysics, and with approaches. So I have found it 
expedient to organize my remarks, not according to those divisions, but 
in relation to five themes: (1) Spinoza's method; (2) God and the onto­
logical argument; (3) the body-mind problem; (4) Spinoza on human 
society: politics, religion, and history; and (5) later philosophers' views 
of Spinoza. Only the penultimate theme will correspond quite precisely 
with one of the editor's rubrics: " Spinoza's Philosophy of Politics and 
Religion." I may have to be a bit arbitrary myself in sticking fairly 
faithfully to a policy of discussing each article in only one place. 

Before proceeding to our themes, we might note the happy choice of 
Paul Weiss's" Some Pivotal Issues in Spinoza" as the first essay. It is in 
fact a sort of overture to the whole book, anticipating most of the themes 
that are more lengthily treated in the articles that follow. Weiss states the 
pivotal issues in a sharp, pungent manner, though a few of his statements, 
e.g., that Spinoza was not a pantheist, with the phrase Deus sive natura 
cited in support, may leave some readers uncomfortable. 

Our first theme, Spinoza's method, is treated most extensively in the 
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final section, "Alternative Approaches to Spinoza." (The unstated but 
sound assumption here is that our approach to Spinoza should answer to 
Spinoza's own approach to his subject-matter.) But most of the articles 
elsewhere in the book speak of this or at least bear upon it; Weiss's ar­
ticle, just mentioned, has a brief, sensible section on method. The ques.­
tion of method is mainly the question of the "geometric " or " synthetic" 
method seemingly employed in the most famous of Spinoza's works, the 
Ethics. We can begin by leaping to the final article of the book, by the 
editor, Richard Kennington: " Analytic and Synthetic Methods in Spin­
oza's Ethics." Kennington keeps the whole ·corpus Spinozanum in sight 
as he examines particular passages germane to his investigation. His is 
a clearly written and clearly thought out article which takes us beyond 
simplistic accounts stressing the " analytic " method of the Tractatus 
Theologico-Politicus or the "synthetic" method of the Ethics and, with 
Itispect to the content that is so closely linked with the method, beyond 
crudely naturalistic and crudely pantheistic interpretations. (Kenning­
ton even notes, and I think overstates, possibilities of a theistic reading 
of Spinoza; the theistic attributes cited are truly such, it would seem, only 
if God is distinguished from the world in a way in which He is not di&­
tinguished by Spinoza). Kennington concludes that Spinoza needs and 
uses both an analytic method for discovering principles and a synthetic 
method for exhibiting their virtualities. Even if the principles of Part I 
of the Ethics could be analytically justified, Kennington correctly notes, 
the terms and propositions of subsequent parts require repeated returns 
to analysis. The article is helpful in opening up in a quite magisterial 
manner the problematic with respect to the synthetic-geometrical method 
of the Ethics, but fails to bring out another possibility, one that I find 
appealing, for explaining the inconsistencies in Spinoza: namely, that, 
on the one hand, he had the rationalistic ambition of starting from the idea 
of God obtained by " analysis " and then showing how attributes and 
modes are formally necessary consequences of the divine essence so 
grasped, while, on the other hand, he must make many and large adjust­
ments (often tacit or unconscious) to the sheer impossibility of accom­
plishing that ambition. 

Rather the same response can be made to Isaac Franck's article, " Spin­
oza's Logic of Inquiry: Rationalist or Experientialist? " Franck, seeking 
to modify the standing categorization of Spinoza as simply a rationalist, 
as indeed the rationalist par excellence, makes many good points, but to 
some extent he seems to be attacking the picture of a simon-pure rational­
ist Spinoza that never was nor could be, and this because of the limita­
tions of human knowledge that even rationalists must bump up against. 
He does not, I believe, thereby show that Spinoza did not do his best to 
be such a rationalist. Franck also, like Kennington, shows an inclination. 
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to identify analytic method with empirical method. But the analytic 
method of a rationalist is needed precisely to get away from the obscurity 
and confusion of experience; it is commonly empirical only in its terminus 
a quo. (It is thus Platonic in a large sense-the true and proper Platonist 
being a dialectical seeker after the ultimate principles where the rationalist 
quickly finds them and then turns about to operate or try to operate de­
ductively.) 

In" De Natura" Stewart Umphrey, before ably restating and discussing 
some of the widely felt difficulties concerning the relation of attributes to 
substance and of modes to both suggests that Spinoza in the Ethics may 
have been primarily a sort of rhetorician rather than the disinterested 
theorist he seems to be, his work expressing his self-seeking conatus. On 
his own principles perhaps this is what he had to be. But the conversion 
of others is plainly to be achieved through inducing insight, and the de­
ficiencies of the Ethics in establishing principles and in demonstrating 
conclusions do not appear to be sufficient to overthrow the supposition 
that it is insight rather than images and emotions that Spinoza wants to 
share. (Umphrey at certain points even seems to move Spinoza towards 
Nietzsche, e.g., in imputing to Spinoza a view of mind as will to power 
(278). Surely Spinoza's purpose is to reduce conatus to essence, not 
essence to conatus.) But, whatever malaise one may feel here and there, 
Umphrey's is an interesting and provocative essay. 

Moving on to our next theme we might note that the articles that most 
appropriately fall under this rubric are also very pertinent with respect to 
Spinoza's method: his ontological argument interlocks intimately with his 
method (and methodology). This is conspicuously true of Michael Hooker's 
" The Deductive Character of Spinoza's Metaphysics,'' though a bit less so 
than the title might suggest. For Hooker gives most of his space to· a 
close analysis of Spinoza's ontological argument (as presented in Part I of 
the Ethics in proving Proposition 11), but does so in order to show that 
Spinoza is not rigorously deductive but relies on assumptions outside the 
explicit structure of his argument. Hooker sagely points to the assump­
tions regarding substance made by Spinoza and by seventeenth-century 
philosophers generally. 

Willis Doney, in his fine contribution, " Spinoza's Ontological Proof," 
finds Hooker's interpretation unacceptable, but upholds Hooker's larger 
thesis, that Spinoza is not practicing pure and proper deduction. Doney 
focuses upon Spinoza's conviction that the existence of God is self-evident 
for anyone who has an adequate idea of God; hence the argument offered 
is a kind of stopgap for weaker minds. The combination of Hooker's and 
Doney's articles, with their detailed examinations, affords the reader a good 
stereoscopic view of Spinoza's ontological argument as well as a double­
barreled case for his deductive format as in some degree a misleading 
�f�a�~�a�d�e�.� 
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Jose Benardete, in '' Spinozistic Anomalies," straddles the fence be­
tween our second and third themes. He is concerned with certain puzzling 
choices of words, " anomalies," which he believes may be fruitful clues in 
the effort to understand Spinoza. I suspect that he makes rather too much 
of them, but out of it emerges (perhaps the point of the article) an in­
sight into Spinoza's method: the Ethics looks demonstrative but is dialecti­
cal. (I would suggest, in line with remarks made above, that it might be 
even better characterized as demonstration manque.} 

Now we come to a few articles concentrating on the mind-body ques­
tion. Outstanding here is Alan Donagan's essay, " Spinoza's Dualism." 
Even as Descartes disavowed Copernican heliocentrism but made many 
Copernican statements, so Spinoza repudiated dualism but made many 
dualistic statements. Donagan develops his position both at the level of 
attributes and substance and at the level of anthropology. Donagan's is a 
brilliant and suggestive article, but I find the proposed Spinoza-Descartes 
parallelism somewhat deficient. Descartes may well have been a sort of 
crypto-Copernican, worldly prudence moving him to be " crypto." 
Spinoza, however, certainly meant to be a monist. The trouble was that 
he could not get everything under the lid: duality (not to say plurality) 
kept bursting out. Transposing my comment on Benadete's article, I 
would prefer " monist manque " to " dualist." (And are not all monists 
manques?) I feel compelled to express my stronger dissent on a rather 
tangential point: to Donagan's questioning, in which he is not alone, 
whether Spinoza meant infinite number of attributes when he said "in­
finite attributes." Proposition 9 of Part I, declaring that the number of 
attributes is proportionate to the degree of reality, clearly points to an 
intention to ascribe an infinite number of attributes to the divine substance. 
The Note following Proposition 10 reinforces this exegesis. And in 
Proposition 11 the phrase " consisting of infinite attributes " is rendered 
redundant unless it means something other than intrinsic infinity, since the 
latter is clearly intended by what follows: " of which each expresses actual 
and infinite essentiality." 

Hans Jonas, in "Parallelism and Complementarity," asks whether the 
complementarity of particle and wave concepts in contemporary physics 
might provide a paradigm for the mind-body problem, one which would 
be less counterintuitive than Spinoza's parallelism and which might also 
rescue the mental realm from determinism. Jonas gives a negative re­
sponse, but suggests that the principle of indeterminacy might be more 
helpful. Jonas desires a theory restoring interaction, but evinces no aware­
ness that Aristotle or St. Thomas might have something better to offer 
than the kind of interactionist doctrine possible when the problem is posed 
in the manner of Descartes and of later thinkers who have not altogether 
thrown off at least a subtle Cartesian bondage. 
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Margaret D. Wilson, in her carefully argued opuscle, "Objects, Ideas, 
and 'Minds '," is not centrally concerned with the relation of mental and 
extensional modes but with the consequences of Spinoza's identification of 
minds with God's ideas of finite things. These consequences she finds 
thoroughly unacceptable: namely, that we ought to know everything about 
our bodies, and that every body should have a mind. Wilson also notes 
very rightly in passing that one must do violence to Spinoza if one is to 
tie him to any of the current theories on mind and body. 

We now advance to our fourth theme, the social thought of Spinoza, 
relative to which we shall consider, and in the same order, the three ar­
ticles under the editor's heading, " Spinoza's Philosophy of Politics and 
Religion." The three articles respectively concern politics, religion, and 
history (history somehow did not get included in the editor's heading). 

First, Lewis S. Feuer provides a rather full and historically enlighten­
ing commentary on " Spinoza's Political Philosophy." Feuer sees Spinoza 
as the first democrat in the history of philosophic thought, but as a con­
servative democrat, torn between his love of freedom and his tough realism 
with regard to the self-seeking nature of human beings in a world of 
utter determinism. Closing with a poignant personal note, the only such 
note in the book, Feuer tells of how Spinoza at one time was for him a 
liberator from "the Talmud Torah on New York's East Side." He was 
soon disenchanted with Spinoza's system, but retained his admiration for 
Spinoza's honesty. 

Hilail Gildin, in " Spinoza's Critique of Religion," gives interesting in­
sights into Spinoza's views on religion, highlighting the essential same­
ness of Spinoza's and Hobbes's purposes of subjecting religion to civil 
authority. Gildin makes clear the contradictory lines of argument used 
by Spinoza (e.g., from the position that the Bible teaches true religion, 
i.e., Spinoza's knowledge and love of God, and from the position that it 
merely teaches obedience) and the unnatural biblical exegesis employed 
(e.g., that J esus's command to love one's enemy is meant only as an ex­
pedient for situations in which one cannot combat him). 

Concluding this section is James C. Morrison-" Spinoza and History." 
Acknowledging indebtedness to Leo Strauss, Morrison studies the Trac­
tatus Theologico-Politicus as exhibiting Spinoza's use of history. For 
Spinoza history is quite beside the point where rational clarity has been 
achieved, as in Euclid's Elements or his own Ethics. To understand the 
Bible, however, which falls far short of such lucidity, we must turn to 
linguistic and textural history as well as to its own historical context. For 
Spinoza divine revelation in a non-Pickwickian sense is impossible; so di­
vine authorship is out of court ab initio. Explanation can be only through 
human authors. For philosophers, then, rational understanding of nature 
is to supplant putative revelations. For hoi polloi, on the other hand, bibli-
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cal history serves to promote right behavior. History, biblical or other­
wise, can also teach philosophers to be cautious in dealing with fellow 
human beings, and can contribute materials for political theory. Mor­
rison notes the boomerang-like irony in all this: Spinoza, assigning an 
ancillary function to history in relation to genuinely scientific knowledge, 
gives impetus to the development of the historical approach that turns 
into historicism, which thereupon sees his own philosophy as relative to 
seventeenth-century culture. A further irony results, Morrison tells us in 
conclusion, if we apply historicism to itself: it " self-destructs" and we 
are then liberated from historicism and can resume the quest for supra­
historical truth. 

Finally, reaching our fifth rubric, we can speak of three articles on 
assessments of Spinoza by later philosophers-two placed by the editor 
under " Spinoza and German Philosophy " and a third placed under 
" Spinoza's Metaphysics" but largely concerned with how idealist philoso­
phers have seen idealist elements in Spinoza and exemplifying the same 
thing itself. Henry E. Allison brings his expert knowledge of Immanuel 
Kant's philosophy to bear upon Kant's relation to Spinoza, studying 
closely Kant's critical-transcendental account of natural purposiveness 
and contingency in the Critique of Judgment as opposed to Spinoza's 
" dogmatic " denial of both. Though Allison might give one the impres­
sion that Kant had Spinoza in mind much more than his writings attest, 
the Auseinandersetzung is quite illuminating, especially with respect to 
Kant. 

Georg W. F. Hegel studied Spinoza more closely than did Kant, un­
derstood him better, and accorded him a higher importance. In his 
luminous but brief essay, " Hegel's Assessment of Spinoza," Kenneth L. 
Schmitz presents Hegel's critique of Spinoza, for which the locus classi­
cus is the section on Actuality in the Science of Logic. Needless to say, 
Hegel sees Spinoza's philosophy as the Absolute on the way to its higher 
culminating self-expression in Hegel. Spinoza's Deus sive natura is the 
Absolute as substance, and not, except imperfectly in the attribute of 
thought and its modes, as subject. What is needed is for the subjectivity 
of the Absolute to come into its own, the substance-attribute-mode triad 
of Spinoza becoming the universal-particular-individual triad of Hegel, 
not by emendation ab extrinesco but by the self-development of Spinoza's 
Absolute into Hegel's Absolute, as its fulfilment and completion. Spinoza's 
conception of God as causa sui and of the attributes as a sort of self-de­
termination of the Absolute provide an internal impetus for this dialectic. 
Having deftly set forth Hegel's critique, Schmitz offers a brief critique of 
the critique. He complains that Hegel incorrectly sees Spinoza as merely 
a forerunner in a common enterprise, and so to be subsumed and carried 
forward. But Schmitz seems not to appreciate that Hegel would not have 
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been Hegel if he had done otherwise: his view of philosophic history is 
consubstantial with his whole philosophy. The adequate critique of 
Hegel's critique would surely cut deeper. 

Robert N. Beck (we now complete our coverage of the sixteen essays) 
tells us of " Some Idealistic Themes in the Ethics!' Beck first discusses 
Hegel's and Royce's interpretations of Spinoza, then considers idealist 
theses in Spinoza's Ethics. In discussing Hegel Beck bases his research 
on Hegel's Lectures on the History of Philosophy, and so differs from 
Schmitz not only in what he is looking for but also in the text studied. 
Next Beck takes a rather quick look at the American idealist, Josiah Royce. 
Then he tests Spinoza's idealism-quotient, as it were, by measuring his 
thought in relation to W. M. Urban's (questionable) definition of meta­
physical idealism as involving three assertions: that the sense world is 
not the real world; that ideals are somehow real; and that reality is in­
telligible. On this basis Beck finds Spinoza at least a near-miss as an 
idealist. Now it would be surprising if idealist virtualities were not 
present in Spinoza, who philosophized in the wake of Descartes. But his 
intention was certainly not idealist in Beck's sense. It is true that the 
equal status desired by Spinoza for thought and extension runs up against 
too many anomalies and oddities to be plausible. But, if thought in some 
ways has primacy over extension, extension has its primacy in other ways: 
thought seems to depend upon a prior reality of extension. Furthermore, 
thought itself is treated by Spinoza rather after the pattern of extended 
reality, somewhat as it is in Descartes. Beck, despite repeated acknowl­
edgments of the temptation and repeated resolves to fight it, has given 
us a Spinoza who is much more idealist than the Spinoza who lived from 
1632 to 1677. 

Though this review has grown into a rather long one, it fails to indi­
cate all the riches of the book. Quite a few similar collections of essays 
on Spinoza have come out in recent years; I count six cited in the present 
work (edited by Grene, Hessing, Kashap, Mandelbaum and Freeman, 
Shahan and Biro, and Wilbur). Nonetheless, I believe that anyone in­
terested in Spinoza, or in seventeenth-century rationalism or the history 
of philosophy more generally, or in any of the perennial philosophic issues 
that come to the fore in The Philosophy of Baruch Spinoza will greatly 
profit by having it on hand. 

Dominican !louse of Studies 
Washington, D.C. 

NORMAN H. FENTON, O.P. 
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Kant and the Transcendental Object. By J. N. FINDLAY. New York and 
Oxford: University Press, 1981. Pp. xxiv + 392. $24.00. 

Findlay has long had a profound and sympathetic interest in the philos­
ophy of Kant, and the present volume brings together the results of many 
years of research and reflection on the critical philosophy. The book's 
avowed purpose is " to conduct a comprehensive examination of Kant's 
metaphysic of transcendental idealism". There can be no doubt that the 
book is " comprehensive " in the sense that its treatment of Kant is ex­
tremely inclusive. More questionable is its claim to have conducted a 
" comprehensive examination " in the sense of an inquiry held together by 
a unifying theme or common purpose. 

Insofar as there is a common aim to the various parts of the book, it is 
stated in the opening chapter. Here Findlay sets out to defend the co­
herence and plausibility of Kant's much maligned doctrine of the " trans­
cendental object,'' otherwise known as the " noumenon " or " thing in it­
self". On this topic the book has much to say which is thoughtful, illu­
minating, and (in my opinion) right-headed. Findlay) defends the view 
that Kant is best interpreted as a " problematic realist", holding that the 
world is made up of real, mind-indepen,dent things, of whose existence we 
can be confident, but whose nature we can know only as it conforms to the 
conditions of our sensibility and understanding, and not as it is in itself, 
Findlay decisively (and cogently) rejects two common revisionist inter­
pretations of Kant: the positivist one, which would commit all thought 
and language about transcendental objects to the Bedlam of meaningless­
ness, and the idealist one, which would dispense with transcendental objects 
as superfluous additions to the critical metaphysics, and regard the objec­
tive world simply as the product of a transcendental subject. Not only does 
Findlay argue that these two interpretations distort Kant's actual doc­
trines (a point which should be obvious to anyone who cares at all what 
Kant actually thought about the matter); he also argues (more contro­
versially, but no less cogently) that Kant's problematic realism is philo­
sophically superior to these two revisionist attempts to save Kant from 
himself. 

This argument, as I have said, constitutes the closest thing there is to a 
unifyilljg theme in the book, and is doubtless meant to justify the book's 
title. But in fact it is impossible to regard the volume as having any 
single purpose or any successfully unifying theme. What Findlay in fact 
gives is an extremely inclusive discussion of a variety of topics in Kant's 
philosophy and some other matters related to it. The book's scope in this 
regard is awesome. After the opening chapter defending the doctri1* 
mentioned in the book's title, we get a chapter expounding the thought of 



BOOK REVIEWS �~�8�9� 

two neglected predecessors of Kant, Wolff (" an eighteenth century Ger­
manic Aquinas") and Crusius ("an eighteenth century Germanic G. E. 
Moore"). Then we get a chapter surveying in detail Kant's critical writ­
ings from 1755 to 1770. Next there are four chapters expounding and 
criticizing the main doctrines of the Critique of Pure Reason. Then a 
chapter on Kant's philosophy of nature, treating not only the Metaphysi­
cal Foundations of Natural Science but even plumbing the murky depths 
of the Opus Postumum (although here Findlay's accoulltt is admittedly 
derivative from Erich Adickes's 1920 study). After this, there is a chap­
ter on Kant's philosophy of morality and religion, and one on his meta­
physic of beauty. Finally, there is a concluding chapter containing such 
diverse matters as comparisons of Kant's doctrine with Plato's myth of 
the cave and with certain doctrines in oriental religions, a brief discussion 
of Kant's idealist successors in Germany, and comparisons of Kant to 
Husserl, Wittgenstein, and Strawson. 

It is impossible to resist the conclusion that Kant and the Transcendental 
Object is rather a hodge-podge, a collection, presented in roughly his­
torical order, of all the things Findlay wants to say about Kant, with too 
little concern whether or not they add up to a single, well-motivated treat­
ise. This conclusion is the harder to resist on account of Findlay's un­
restrained indulgence of his own philosophical crotchets and idiosyncrasies, 
familiar to readers of many of his other books-the queer combin1ation of 
his blunt, robust common sense philosophy with his uninhibited affection 
for wild philosophical theories and downright mystical mumbo-jumbo. 
Many readers, I should imagine, will find all this a bit wearing after 400 
pages, just as I did. Yet even 400 pages is not enough space to cover 
adequately all the topics Findlay takes up: the whole of Kant's philosophy, 
its relation to its immediate precursors and successors, as well as its 
affinities with various oddly assorted philosophical figures, ideas, and sys­
tems for which Findlay happens to have a soft spot in his heart. I think 
many readers are bound to wish-as I did-that Findlay had taken up 
fewer topics and had devoted more space to those which he treated best. 

Among the latter I want to single out especially Findlay's able and 
sympathetic expositions of Wolff and Crusius, and his summary of Adickes 
on the Opus Postumum. In his treatment of these matters, Findlay digests 
and expounds a large body of very difficult material which is not available 
at all in English. The expositions are accurate and philosophically per­
ceptive. They would make the book a worthwhile contribution to the litera­
ture of the history of philosophy in English, even if it had no other 
merits, and my only complaint about them is that they are too brief. 

Findlay's trek over the well-trampled ground of Kan,t's metaphysics and 
epistemology contains some provocative things. Findlay is thoroughly dis­
satisfied, for instance, with the transcendental deduction of the categories, 
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and regards the B deduction as conspicuously inferior to the A deduction. 
He puts forward the astounding contention that Kant is committed by his 
own principles to the soundness of the ontological proof for God's exist­
ence. (It is as easy to believe that Plato was a sophist, or Augustine a 
Pelagian.) But there is no space here to go into detail on these matters. 
The idiosyncrasies of Kant and the Transcendental Object, together with 
its lack of thematic unity, perhaps prevent it from taking a place beside 
the standard and trustworthy commentaries on Kant's philosophy. On the 
other hand, it is at least as philosophically able as many of them, and more 
original. The characteristic lucidity of Findlay's prose, and his gift for 
penetrating difficult ideas and presenting them simply and free of jargon, 
recommends the book to those who are not specialists in Kant. In some 
ways Kant and the Transcendental Object is a strange and deformed 
monster of a book, so that its many fine parts are more attractive con­
sidered in abstraction from the whole. These parts add up to a unique 
and valuable contribution to the Kant literature. 

Cornell University 
Ithaca, New York 

ALLEN W. Woon 

Marx and Wittgenstein. By DAVID RUBENSTEIN. London: Routledge and 
Kegan Paul, 1981. Pp. 231. $25.00. 

The central feature of the later Wittgenstein's philosophy of language 
is his insistence that "the speaking of language is a part of an activity, 
or a form of life." His various uses of the concept "language-game," as 
well as his close attention to the actual use of language as part of the 
natural history of human beings, are grounded in the idea that the gram­
mar of language, and indeed the logic, rationality, and images of reality 
embodied in language, stem ultimately from the pre-linguistic substrata of 
human interaction with the world. Yet Wittgenstein offers few investiga­
tive leads into forms of life. He does refer to natural human capacities 
and inclinations. He alludes to the importance of training in cultural prac­
tices and to the importance of untrained responses upon which such ac­
culturation builds. And there are scattered remarks about the interpene­
tration of facts about the world into the grammar of language. But the 
phrase "form of life" itself appears a mere five times in the Philosophical 
Investigations, and nowhere does Wittgenstein show, in detail, how a par­
ticular form of life gives rise to a particular set of concepts. Nor are we 
givP.n a definition or even a clear paradigm of a form of life. Thus the 
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fundamental element in Wittgenstein's vision of language (and hence, in 
his vision of philosophical understanding) has remained a matter of elu­
siveness and contention. 

Yet, in the mass of scholarly work cin Wittgenstein's thought, compara­
tively little attention has been devoted to this issue. But as Wittgenstein's 
thought has begun to be assimilated by (or restored to) the continental 
tradition, the issue of " forms of life," with its overtones of large-scale 
problems about nature and culture, has begun to attract more attention. 
And since the central notion in " forms of life" is public, social action in 
the world, the possibility of continuity, congruence, or confluence with 
Marx is a promising line of investigation. 

David Rubinstein's Marx and Wittgenstein takes up this inquiry. But 
it would be misleading to suggest that Rubinstein's chief concern is the 
elucidation or extension1 of Wittgensteinian concepts. Rather, dividing his 
attention equally between the two philosophers, he aims to show substan­
tial agreement shared by Marx and Wittgenstein on such basic issues as 
theory of knowledge, mind, meaning, and action. He pursues this primary 
aim with two further intentions. First, he wants to show how the per­
spective of Marx and Wittgenstein offers an alternative to the quandaries 
of "objectivism " and "subjectivism" in the philosophy of the social 

· sciences. Second, he wants to show how a philosophy of the social sciences 
based on Marx and Wittgenstein makes plain both the possibility and the 
necessity of social scientific explanation. According to Rubinstein, both 
philosophers firmly reject the dualism that has infested modern philosophy, 
and, through that rejection, offer the "insight that shows the interpene­
tration of the individual and the social order and, hence, the indispen­
sability of a social science" (p. 207). 

In order to prepare for his amalgam of Marx and Wittgenstein, Rubin­
stein devotes Part One of his text to an examination of problems in the 
philosophy of the social sciences. He finds those problems rooted in. short­
comings shared by the two rival approaches "objectivism," and "subjec­
tivism." The objectivist approach (e.g., behaviorism, structuralism) com­
prises the positivist insistence on a neutral, non-interpretative language, 
the transformation of subjective states into quantifiable data, and the 
presumption of an objective theoretical standpoint. Thus objectivism at­
tempts social scientific explanation without reliance on "ideas in society," 
i.e., the conscious states of social agents themselves. Rubinstein finds this 
attempt to be the basic error of both behaviorist and structuralist versions 
of objectivism: "Because social scientific ideas are uniquely tied to ideas 
in society, the interpretative understanding of meaning is an essential part 
of sociological work" ( p. 39). Thus social science is ineluctably interpre­
tative, and the objectivist striving for explanations independent of the 
ideas of social agents is in principle mistaken. 
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The opposing school of thought, " subjectivism,'' is characterized as the 
reduction of social scientific explanation to the reconstruction of " ideas 
in society." The subjectivist approach holds that an action is understood 
when the consciousness of the agent is replicated by the social scientist. 
According to Rubin.stein this approach (including ethnomethodology, 
symbolic interactionism, and phenomenological social science) ignores the 
fact that " a proper understanding of actions ... requires a prior under­
standing of the context of surrounding practices" (p. 76). Thus subjec­
tivist sociology does not provide a way of explaining covert cultural pat­
terns not observed or intended by participants, nor can it offer a concept 
of false consciousness or an adequate account of the origins or contexts 
of cultural beliefs. If the flaw of objectivism, in its various forms, is the 
neglect of the consciousness of individual agents in favor of a presump­
tively objective perspective, the flaw of subjectivism is its failure to pro­
vide a theoretical perspective beyond the consciousness of individual 
agents. 

Given Rubinstein's image of the philosophy of the social sciellfles as a 
metatheoretical discipline muddled by conflict between unsatisfactory al­
ternatives, what we need is a critical perspective taking into account the 
ideas of social agents as the essential ingredient in explanation, but at the 
same time providing a �s�t�a�n�d�p�o�i�~�t� for the assessment of those ideas as the 
objects of explanation. That neither objectivism nor subjectivism has pro­
vided such a perspective is due, in Rubinstein's view, to the fact that both 
schools have uncritically embraced the dualist dichotomies between mind 
and body, intention and action, individual and society, and man and na­
ture. Both sides have assumed that individual consciousness belongs to a 
realm of mind essentially distinct from social structures. For the objec­
tivists, this assumption has led to attempts either to translate states of 
consciousness into behavioral data or to subsume them in the operation of 
social systems. On the other hand the same assumption has led subjec­
tivists to elaborate inferential methods to penetrate the veil of public ac­
tion in order to reconstruct states of consciousness in the imagination of 
the researcher. In either case, claims Rubinstein, the fundamen,tal error is 
dualism. Thus the corrective, in order to overcome the opposition of mis­
taken alternatives, must begin with a repudiation of dualism. This repudia­
tion Rubinstein finds in the philosophical anthropology he asserts to be 
shared by Marx and Wittgenstein. 

That anthropology holds that human -conlsciousness is essentially em­
bodied, that mind is a feature of action rather than of contemplative 
awareness, that human being is social being, that knowledge emerges 
dialectically in the interaction of subject and object, that the understand­
ing of social beliefs and practices must always attend directly to the ideas 
of social agents and also to the social context to which such ideas are in-
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trinsically related. Rubinstein is not merely asserting that Marx and 
Wittgenstein, taken together, provide between them proper attention to 
both the objective and subjective poles of social scientific phenomena. 
Rather, he asserts that they agree in rejecting the ontological and method­
ological assumptions that give us objective and subjective poles at the out­
set. Instead of dualism, Marx and Wittgenstein emphasize " the rooted­
ness of ideas in action and of meaning in collective practices " ( p. 89). 
In Marx this rootedness is expressed in the idea of praxis, and in Witt­
genstein in the idea of form of life. This emphasis on the ultimacy of ac­
tion and social practice means that the categories of the subjective and 
the objective are abstractions from a primitive phenomenon reducible to 
neither category. Subjective states of consciousness, on the one hand, and 
objectively delingable behaviors or structures, on the other, are dialec­
tically interdependent, and the social sciences can find firm footing only by 
adopting an anthropology that, in rejecting dualism, reflects the practical, 
social, and dialectical nature of the phenomenon. Thus the subtitle of 
Marx and Wittgenstein, is " Social Praxis and Social Explanation.' 

Having given over Part One to an exposition of the problem and a 
sketch of his solution, Rubinstein attempts in Part Two the detailed 
synthesis of Marx and Wittgenstein which is to provide " a uniquely ap­
propriate foundation for the social sciences" (p. 4). He articulates that 
foundation by arguing, in successive chapters on "Mind and body," 
" Mind and action," " Philosophical analysis and understanding ideas,'' 
" Explaining action," " The social self," and " The epistemology of Marx 
and Wittgenstein,'' that the two philosophers agree, substantially, on these 
topics. The format of each chapter is the same: an introduction is fol­
lowed by an exposition of Marx's views, then there is an exposition of 
Wittgenstein in light of Marx, and finally a concluding summary. A 
chapter entitled "Conclusion" then summarizes the results of Part Two 
and makes explicit the way in which Marx and Wittgenstein offer a 
thorough theoretical alternative to dualist approaches to the social sci­
ences. Furthermore, there is a repetition of the claim that Marx and Witt­
genstein, because they show that mind, meaning, and knowledge are 
rooted in social action, show that sociological explanation is necessary. 

Much of Rubinstein's presentation is accurate and insightful. His treat­
ment of Wittgenstein, often relying on the work of J. W. Cook, conveys 
an image of human mentality as essentially embodied, social, and practi­
cal. But the project of synthesizing Marx and Wittgenstein leads �R�u�b�i�n�~� 

stein into a misleading style of presentation and into several distortions. 
The reader continually finds sentences beginning: " Marx and Wittgen­
stein show that .. .'' or " Marx and Wittgenstein's concept of ... " These 
and similar constructions appear on virtually every page, and the impact 
of the conjunction not only blurs important differences between the styles, 
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interests, purposes, and results of the two philosophers, but actually 
manages to suggest collaborations. In his pursuit of a philosophical ground 
for social science, Rubinstein passes beyond the drawing of legitimate 
parallels between Marx and Wittgenstein, and even beyond his declared 
aim of synthesis toward the claim that Marx and Wittgenstein have prac­
tically, if not precisely, the same things to say about the issues at hand. 
This claim involves some distortion of Wittgenstein, who, as the chapter 
by chapter format suggests, is continually reconstructed as an anthro­
pological theorist on a Marxian pattern. 

Rubinstein acknowledges that a part of his aim is to reorient our un­
derstanding of Wittgenstein. He states, for example, that he wishes to 
imply that " there is a significant relationship between Hegel and Witt­
genstein " ( p. 189). Further, he writes: " it does seem fair to conclude 
that Wittgenstein anticipated, though he did not produce, a way of 
radically superseding traditional philosophical discourse through an 
analysis of forms of life that would bring out the connections between our 
social praxis and our mode of philosophical thinking" (p. 138). But this 
portrayal heavily discounts the fact that Wittgenstein's allusions to forms 
of life always close arguments rather than opening inquiries. Rightly or 
wrongly, Wittgenstein consistently appealed to forms of life as a way of 
ending philosophical discourse. E.g., "If I have exhausted the justifica­
tions I have reached bedrock, and my spade is turned. Then I am in­
clined to say: 'This is simply what I do.' " (Philosophical Investigations 
217) Because he held to the end of his life that grammatical clarity would 
be sufficient to resolve philosophical muddles, Wittgenstein showed no in­
clination to initiate the kind of sociological inquiries Rubinstein says that 
he anticipates. Now it is possible to argue that this confidence in the 
therapeutic adequacy of grammatical clarity is itself a streak of positivism 
left over from the Tractatus and persisting through an otherwise radical 
later philosophy. But establishing that point and so opening Wittgen­
stein's later work toward sociological analysis would require an argument 
rooted firmly in the peculiar style and elusive substance of the Investiga­
tions and other works. Rubinstein's portrayal of Wittgenstein as an an­
thropological theorist does not include such an argument. 

Still, the author does acknowledge at one point a significant difference 
between Marx's praxis and Wittgenstein's form of life, writing that the 
latter is vaguer in its indication of the need for "a theoretical understand­
ing of an entire system of social praxis," -while " Marx does specify what 
aspect of social organization ought to be considered decisive " ( p. 204). 
But even this remark, by suggesting that Wittgenstein did vaguely what 
Marx did with greater specificity, conveys the impression that Marx and 
Wittgenstein were about essentially the same tasks as philosophers. Yet 
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how can we reconcile Marx's " The philosophers have only interpreted the . 
world differently, the point is to change it,'' with Wittgenstein's prescrip-. 
tion that "It [philosophy] leaves everything as it is "' 

In general, Rubinstein shows little sensitivity to the relationship be­
tween style and content in Wittgenstein's later work, and consequently at­
tributes to him positions, theories and criticisms only implied or hinted in 
the texts. For example, he writes: " Wittgenstein goes on to describe the 
social origin of mind" (p. 155) ; "Hegel makes roughly the same critique 
of Kant that Wittgenstein does" (p. 176) ; and "Marx and Wittgenstein. 
suggests that ' mind ' is not a feature of the person, but of social order" 
(p. 151). Clearly, it is not always mistaken, as some Wittgensteinians 
have claimed, to find philosophical theories latent in Wittgenstein's gram- · 
matical therapeutics. But Rubinstein's presentation would suggest to the 
unwary reader that Wittgenstein propounded theories and argued them in 
a traditional way. One symptom of this exposition is Rubinstein's expres­
sion of surprise that interpreters of the Investigations have failed to agree 
about the so-called "private language argument." If Wittgenstein had 
been the straightforward theorist Rubinstein presents, this disagreement 
would be surprising. But in view of the genuine difficulties in this issue, 
the surprising thing is Rubinstein's surprise. 

Still Rubinstein is often on target, and he does succeed in showing why 
his project of synthesizing Marx and Wittgenstein is attractive. He 
writes: "Unlike Kant and much more like Marx, Wittgenstein considers 
the experience of the world to be mediated through social training and 
through our forms of social life, rather than through the synthetic power 
of consciousness" (p. 174). This observation accurately indicates that the 
later Wittgnestein does suggest a literally radical alternative to the pur­
suit of epistemological issues through the categories of abstract, contem­
plative consciousness, and it rightly indicates that forms of social action 
are, in Wittgenstein's vision of language, the roots of conceptual struc­
tures. Since so much scholarly work has emulated Wittgenstein's own dis­
inclination to explore those roots, Rubinstein's project, despite its serious 
underestimation of the difficulty of enlisting Wittgenstein in the explora­
tion, is a welcome reminder of the practical substrata of human knowledge. 
In the same vein despite the rather strained characterization of Wittgen­
stein as a dialectician Rubinstein correctly emphasizes that any inquiry 
into forms of life must be reflective and self-critical. This entails that any 
social scientific explanation drawing its inspimtion from Wittgenstein must 
be " dialectical." Hence there can be no such thing as a Wittgensteinian 
foundation for social science but instead a family of Wittgensteinian per­
spectives. Here Wittgenstein's vagueness about forms of life (which are 
not, of course, exclusively economic in character) could offer an important 
corrective to Marx's insistence on productive labor as the exclusively 



�~�9�6� BOOK REVIEWS 

adequate basis for understanding human conceptual forms. But Rubin­
stein writes consistently of " foundations," and offers no hint that a Witt­
gensteinian approach might correct, by broadening, a key piece of Marxian 
dogma. Indeed there is scant hint that Wittgenstein might augment or 
correct Marx; thus the synthesis is one to which Wittgenstein seems to 
supply little more than the authority of his reputation. So, in his at­
tempt to show that Marx and Wittgenstein agree, Rubinstein forfeits much 
of the promise of his synthetic project. That promise, if fulfilled, might 
draw on Marxian praxis to pull Wittgensteinian inquiry toward sustained, 
critical inquiry into forms of life, and on Wittgensteinian caution, diver­
sity, and attention to detail to render Marxian analysis more self-critical 
and flexible. Such a genuine synthesis would be an important philosophical 
advance. 

While he has not produced this synthesis, Rubinstein has succeeded in 
charting important parallels between Marx and Wittgenstein. He has also 
succeeded in showing their relevance to the problems of social scientific 
explanation. Perhaps most important, he has illustrated the difficulty, as 
well as the potential fruitfulness, of synthesizing the thought of Marx and 
Wittgenstein. 

JOHN CHURCHILL 

Hendrix College 
Conway, Arkansas 

Matters of Faith and Matters of Principle: Religious Truth Claims and 
Their Logic. By JOHN H. WHITTAKER. Trinity University Press, 1981. 

Pp. x + 173. 

This competent and enlightening book is designed to show that a rea­
sonable religious belief is after all possible. As the author says, the be­
liever appears to be caught in an awkward dilemma. Either he must give 
grounds for his belief which are such as to vindicate it against the many 
alternatives which are nowadays on offer; or he must admit that " grounds 
for belief are not required in such matters because truth is not really at 
stake." The former option seems impossible as a matter of fact; the lat­
ter to trivialize religious faith, as well as- totally to misrepresent it as 
traditionally understood. The author seeks to avoid the dilemma by argu­
ing that "religious beliefs typically play the role of principles, indemon­
strable assertions which ground and condition further judgment"· 

Why does the acceptance of religious doctrines seem absurd? The 
author concedes that it is liable to do so if they are taken to be anything 
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in the nature of hypotheses; however, he does not conclude f1•om this, as 
so many have done, that they are therefore without cognitive content. (The 
originality of his book, I think, consists in the fact that he digs his heels 
in at just this point.) In attempting to clarify their nature, he avails him­
self of a thesis suggested by Wittgenstein's On Certainty. Wittgenstein 
maintains that there are some propositions which cannot be doubted, be­
cause they are so basic to our way of thinking that doubt itself makes sense 
only when they are presupposed. Such, the author maintains, are religious 
beliefs for the religious believer. This accords well with their intimate re­
lation with the believer's practical life. At this rate, such beliefs are "not 
hypotheses to be tested and confirmed by the measure of factual evidence 
but truths to live by-truths which must prove themselves somehow in 
practice. . . . Their power to transform a believer's life may have more 
to do with the resolution of his doubts than the collection of evidence." 

This solution to the problem is ingenious, and worthy of serious atten­
tion; but I do not think that it will work. After all, the believer is im­
paled on one horn or other of the dilemma so clearly set out by the author. 
The trouble is simply that, on the author's premises, it is hard to see why 
any absurdity should not be accepted on the same basis as that on which 
the believer accepts his religion. If the believer protests that some beliefs 
are more suitable for this purpose than others, it is up to him to justify 
his contention, and he is back with the very dilemma that it is this author's 
whole strategy to avoid. My own view is that it is up to intellectually 
sophisticated religious believers to show that there are rational grounds for 
their beliefs; that in fact there are such grounds; but that people have 
been argued at, cajoled, bribed or bludgeoned by representatives of the 
Zeitgeist into thinking that there are not. 

However, I am not only impressed by, but also largely in agreement 
with, the author's arguments and conclusions on another increasingly 
pressing question; whether, and to what extent, to assent to the doctrines 
of any one religion is implicitly to repudiate or deny those of other re­
ligions. If I accept a religious belief with any cognitive content, am I not 
committed to presumptuous and insensitive denial of doctrines steadfastly 
maintained and treasured by other persons and communities which are at 
least as worthy of respect as myself and my �o�w�n�~� Whittaker rightly re­
jects the suggestion that all religions in the last analysis have the same 
cognitive content; when stated this content always turns out to be im­
possibly vague, or to be denied by at least one of the major religions, or 
to be such that one religion after all does turn out to state it clearly and 
distinctly, while the others merely apprehend it through a glass darkly. 
Whittaker's solution to this problem is among the most convincing that I 
have seen. The believer, so long as he is a real believer, may be expected 
to reject any belief incompatible with his own. To avoid exclusiveness and 
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intolerance, " the only thing which the believer needs to give up is pre­
sumptuousness in repudiating other religious principles. He need not pre­
sume that religious beliefs whose point he does not understand must be in­
compatible with his own beliefs, simply because they are different". How 
far religious beliefs are compatible, how far incompatible, cannot be set­
tled a priori; it is a matter for students of comparative religion. It is 
certainly not a matter on which every believer should be required to make 
up his mind. There does not seem to be any straightforward way of :find­
ing out how far the world's religions are compatible. " A purely logical 
analysis of the nature of faith claims cann-0t tell us that, but it can tell 
us that a presumptuous dogmatism born of treating religious beliefs as 
competing hypotheses and a commodious relativism born of noncognitivist 
accounts of faith are both wrong." 

University of Calgary 
Calgary, Alberta 

HUGO A. MEYNELL 

The Transfiguration of the Commonplace: .A Philosophy of .Art. By 

.ARTHUR C. DANTO. CB,mbridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 

1981. Pp. 222. $17.50. 

Art and Philosophy: Conceptual Issues in Aesthetics. By JOSEPH MAR­

GOLIS New York: Humanities Press, 1980. Pp. 368. $25.00. 

Works and Worlds of Art. By NICHOLAS WoLTERSTORFF. Oxford: The 

Clarendon Press, 1980. Pp. 392. $55.00. 

There is something rich and beguiling about certain simple questi-Ons 
that has long made them the darlings of philosophieal inquiry. "What is 
�k�n�o�w�l�e�d�g�e�~�"� Socrates asks the young Theaetetus, whose four or five 
valiant attempts t-0 puzzle it out do not so much provide a solution as 
alert us to the speculative possibilities inherent in the question and deepen 
our appreciation of the kinds of things that must-and that must not­
be involved in a satisfactory answer. 

Similarly, " What is art? " It is easy enough to begin as Theaetetus did 
and offer examples of art. But the question asks for a definition, not ex­
amples. The search for a definition of art is particularly vexed t-Oday 
when the category " work of art" seems to have expanded so that it can 
include anything under the sun. A blank canvas, an ordinary bottle rack, 
a pile of Brillo boxes or soup cans, a series of nonsense syllables strung 
together in quatrains : Can such things be art works V The consensus is 
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"yes". But whyf What alchemy transforms such lowly objects into 
works of art f And what makes one soup can a work of art and another 
just like it a mere soup can? 

Our sensitivity to the philosophical implications of such questions 
owes a great deal to the incisive work of Arthur Dan to. At least since· 
1964, when his influential essay" The Artworld" appeared in The Journal 
of Philosophy, Danto has been working to formulate a systematic defini­
tion of art that can accommodate such objects as Andy Warhol's " Brillo 
Boxes " and can explain why, given two visually identical objects, one is 
generally accorded the status of art while the other remains a " mere real 
thing." The fruits of these efforts appear in The Transfiguration of the 
Commonplace, his eloquent and nimbly argued meditation on the philos­
ophy of art. 

Danto examines the structure of artistic representation pieee by piece, 
gradually building not only a definition of art but also a well-considered 
version of how it is that art works mean or have significance. His method 
is urbanely Socratic: together, it seems, we plumb the arguments, taking 
from each an insight or admonition before moving on, thus fortified, to 
consider the next. Danto is also an accomplished stylist, and this is that 
rare philosophy text that manages to delight as it instructs. 

In the first part of the book, Danto spends a good deal of time making 
us sensitive to the epistemological problems contemporary art has spawned. 
Central to his concern is our ability "to construct ontologically distinct 
but perceptually indiscernible counterparts " ( p. 60), only one of which is 
an artwork. He reasons that since there exist artworks that are percep­
tually indistinguishable from other objects that happen not to be artworks, 
the desired definition cannot rest on perceptual qualities. Aesthetic ap­
preciation turns out to be conceptually as well as perceptually mediated 
(cf. p. 91) : What we know about an object matters just as much to our . 
interpretation of it as what we sense. It follows naturally, if somewhat 
surprisingly at first, that the definition he seeks cannot " be based upon an 
examination of artworks " (vii) . 

Danto's easy familiarity with the histories of art and literature enables 
him to construct a series of convincing examples that demonstrate the 
complete irrelevancy of "recognitional capacities" (p. 62) to a definition 
of art. Stare as we might at a roomful of indistinguishable red squares, 
nothing that meets the eye will tell us which are_ artworks and which are 
simply red squares. Such considerations speak especially against those 
writers who, inspired by Wittgenstein, insist that the search for a defini­
tion of art is bootless, that everyone knows perfectly well what art is when 
he sees it, if only he will put aside his theories and " look and see." 

Danto's own position proceeds from the contention that artworks are 
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at least minimally representational: the question of what they are about, 
even if it turns out that they are not about anything in particular, is al­
ways relevant, while " things, as a class, lack aboutness" (p. 3). Even 
the familiar denial of representationality (usually formulated, however, 
not as something accomplished but as a desideratum: " A poem should 
not mean but be") turns out on closer inspection to be misleading. For 
such denials are in fact already interpretations. They are devices that tear 
an object from the realm of things-where a laundry bag is just a laundry 
bag, a bed a bed, and paint is "just paint "-by infusing it with a 
semantic charge. The ontological presumption of art " to just be " is thus 
defeated in its very formulation. "As a transformative procedure,'' Danto 
writes, "interpretation is something like baptism, not in the sense of giv­
ing a name but a hew identity, participation in the community of the 
elect" (p. 126). 

Context proves crucial. " To see something as art at all," he argues, 

demands nothing less than this, an atmosphere of artistic theory, a knowledge of 
the history of art. . . . It is essential to our study that we understand the nature 
of an art theory, which is so powerful a thing as to detach objects from the real 
world and make them part of a different world, an art world, a world of interpreted 
things. (p. 185) 

It follows that the concept of art is not static: what is merely part of 
reality at one time can, under the spell of the appropriate theory, be re­
born in another as art. " The ' work itself,' " Danto observes, "thus pre­
supposes so many causal connections with its artistic environment that an 
ahistoric theory of art can have no philosophical defense" (p. 175). 

On the other hand, it is important to distinguish Danto's position from 
the so-called "institutional theory" of art, which also emphasizes context 
and holds that something is art insofar as it is deemed art by suitably 
enfranchised members of the artworld. Particular objects may invite this 
entitlement, but all that finally matters is the judgment of the artworld, 
the institution. While conceding that there is much to recommend this 
down-to-earth approach, Danto points out that it fails to come to terms 
with the intrinsic structure' of the work and thus fails to achieve anything 
like a definition of art, leaving us instead with only the "institutional 
framework" (p. 28). 

Danto's emphasis on the "aboutness" of art helps answer one question­
how we can distinguish between mere things and representations-but it 
leaves unanswered another question: How we can distinguish between 
representations generally and that class of representations that constitutes 
�a�r�t�~� For here, too, the problem of indiscernibles complicates things: "any 
representation not an artwork can be matched by one that is one" (p.146). 

The basic difference, Danto argues, is that artworks employ their means 
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of representation in order to express something about what it is they 
represent. " What " an artwork means involves something over and above 
what is represented "in " or by the artwork. And this surplus, in turn, is 
inseparable from the artwork's means of representation : the language of 
the poem, the paint of the painting, the stone of the sculpture figure in­
extricably in the artwork's meaning. " The thesis is,'' he writes, " that 
works of art, in categorial contrast with mere representations, use the 
means of representation in a way that is not exhaustively specified when 
one has exhaustively specified what is being represented" (pp. 147-8). 

Not only does this help explain why works of art resist paraphrase and 
translation (since what they mean is never exhausted by what they repre­
sent), but also why inherently intensional or "referentially opaque" con­
cepts like expression, style, and metaphor figure so prominently in recent 
discussions of art. Their province is that "gap" between language and 
reality that reflection perpetrates. By refocusing attention away from the 
thing represented on to the operation of representation itself-by inviting 
us to look through rather than at what is represented-they communicate 
a particular way of seeing the world. 

Putting it differently, we might say that an artwork does not merely 
present its subject but re-presents it in accordance with the dictates of 
sensibility. A "transformative representation," it aims not at objective 
description but at engaging the "participatory mind" (p. 173). "One of 
the main offices of art,'' Danto concludes, is " less to represent the world 
than to represent it in such a way as to cause us to view it with a certain 
attitude and with a special vision" ( p. 167). 

Many of the conclusions of this book will be familiar to students of the 
philosophy of art. Unusual is the balance Danto achieves between his 
ambitiously systematic aspirations and carefully conceived particular 
analysis. Perceptive and often witty explorations of traditional prob­
lems abound-of representation, for example (pp. 19ff), or imitation (pp. 
66ff)-but they always take their place in a tightly developed larger 
design. 

Especially interesting are Danto's reflections on the relation of phil­
osophy to art. Noting that philosophical questions tend to be at right 
angles to the practices they describe-consider, for instance, the relation 
of the philosophy of science to the practice of science-he suggests that 
"much that makes art entrancing and absorbing and important often is 
simply philosophically irrelevant," that " philosophy of art is deeply ir­
relevant to the life of art" (p. 55). Hence, perhaps, the instinctive un­
easiness artists traditionally display toward philosophies of art. But 
there is a sense in which this exemplary study belles the claim, so full of 
fresh insights and illuminating interpretations is it. It does much, at any 
rate, to quicken our apprec.iation of art, to resuscitate tired old favorites 
and bring to bloom many previously inaccessible works. 
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Unfortunately, this is not a consideration with the other two studies 
under review here. 

In Art and Philosophy, Joseph Margolis puts forward a closely argued 
theory of art based on the proposition that " we treat artworks and per­
sons as entities of a similar sort and speak about them in somewhat similar 
ways" (p. 38). Proceeding from a "theory of persons and cultural en­
tities" (p. v), his view of art is guided by the implicitly systematic ques­
tion of the relation between art and culture generally. " A theory of art," 
he writes, "will be compelling to the extent that the domain it organizes 
may be seen to be systematically related to all the other salient features of 
the cultural life of man" (p. 2). 

Drawing on P. F. Strawson's account of "basic particulars" and on 
Danto's earlier discussions of art, Margolis argues that artworks are 
"physically embodied and culturally emergent" (e.g., p. 51). That is to 
say, like persons and other cultural phenomena, artworks are " necessarily 
linked" with but not identical to the physical objects "in " or "through " 
which they appear ( p. 40; cf. p. 6). Crucial are the circumstances that 
first allow them to " emerge" as artworks-prominently, artistic habits 
and standards of appreciation, "traditions, customs, practices, institu­
tions" (p. 46). 

Perhaps the chief virtue of this book, lies not in its overall theory but 
in its sustained reflection on the problem of interpretation (chapters 6-10). 
Margolis brings a refreshing clarity to that notoriously murky habitat of 
" philosophically " inclined literary critics. 

He steers a middle course between a literalism that cannot do justice 
to the richness and complexity of art and a subjectivism that has aban­
doned all hope of formulating anything like objective standards of inter­
pretation. Contending that " falsity is opposed not only to truth but to 
plausibility" (p. 159), he argues that "in principle, plural, non-coverg­
ing, even incompatible hypotheses may be defended as interpretations of a 
given artwork " ( p. 151). " The meanings of human utterances," he 
writes, 

are assignable only in a culturally pertinent context; but such contexts are his­
torically and biographically variable, open, emergent, inventive, informally and 
provisionally identified, and incapable of being relevantly reduced to a finite set 
of fixed forms (p. 288) . 

But this is not to say that " anything goes." The relativism that Mar­
golis champions is "robust,'' not skeptical (p. 162). It operates within 
" certain minimal constraints " that insist, for example, on " compatibility 
with the describable features of given artworks " and " conformability 
with relativized canons of interpretation that themselves fall within the 
tolerance of an historically continuous tradition of interpretation" (p. 
163). 
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Margolis's command of the relevant literature is extraordinarily wide­
ranging. But in the end this may be as much a liability as an asset. For 
he has not assembled his materials in a forceful or compelling way. Bur­
dened by a somewhat wooden prose style, he too often simply plods 
seriatim through a seemingly endless succession of arguments and qualifica­
tions. Instead of synthesizing, he enumerates. And this, together with his 
sometimes questionable interpretations (of Dan to, for example, or of 
Kant), leaves one feeling both wary and overwhelmed-an unfair judg­
ment, really, considering the care and learning that went into the book. 

In his Works and Worlds of Art, Nicholas W olterstorff comes to the 
fray from a different angle and with a different set of concerns. For 
W olterstorff, modern philosophical thinking about art labors under a 
subjectivistic bias. In its major traditions, it has tended to focus either 
on the beholder's experience of art or on the artist's experience of crea­
tion. But by emphasizing experience at the expense of action, by viewing 
" man as centre of consciousness rather than . . . as agent in the world" 
(p. x), both traditions have failed to do justice to the way art functions 
and has meaning in society. In fact, the subjectivism W olterstorff de­
plores is inseparable from that more general subjectivism that has char­
acterized Western thinking at least since the Renaissance, and he is quite 
correct in tying such views of art to our "Cartesian inheritance" (p. x). 

This legacy lives on in two seemingly different views of art, the view 
that emphasizes the autonomy of the aesthetic sphere and, correspondingly, 
the self-sufficiency of the aesthetic experience, and the more patently 
Romantic view that art consists primarily in " expressing one's emotions " 
or exploring the contours of the inner self. 

Typically, the first extols art's "purity" and "uselessness,'' the second, 
more "enthusiastic,'' cultivates a "religious or quasi-religious aesthetic 
mysticism" (p. xiv; cf. also p. 363). But both look to art not so much for 
enjoyment and insight as for deliverance: deliverance from the poverty 
and tedium of everyday life, from the burden of self-consciousness, from 
the insistent claims of unrealizable desire. And both, despite occasional 
communal or "mythic" aspirations, are at bottom highly individualistic. 
Art is here the expression of the isolated, often alienated, individual, the 
" genius," and speaks to man not in his social being but in his aloneness. 

W olterstorff attempts to provide a corrective to this overly subjectivistic 
view. His perspective is " not that of the human being expressing his 
inner emotional self by the creation of art. It is rather that of the human 
being composing artefacts whereby he acts in various ways with respect 
to his siirrounding reality and enables members of society to do so as well " 
(p. xi). He is thus interested primarily in "man as agent who makes use 
of works of art in a wide variety of actions rather than man as contem­
plator of works of art" (p. xii). His focus is on what we might call a 
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praxis rather than a semantics of art and, as such, he sel)ks to develop 
"a theory of actions rather than a theory of symbols (signs)" (p. 198). 

Crucial to W olterstorff's investigation is the action he calls " world pro­
jection." He proposes to look at art not as a source of objects for 
aesthetic delectation but as an activity that projects a world of imaginative 
possibilities. As he points out, the " world" enacted by art exists along­
side the real world and is concerned not with individuals but with kinds, 
not with the particular but with the typical, not, in Aristotle's words, 
with "the thing that has happened but the kind of thing that might hap­
pen " (cf. pp. 144-155). 

W olterstorff provides an exceedingly detailed analysis of world projec­
tion, delving by turns into the nature of the works through which the pro­
jection is accomplished, the worlds thus projected, and the activity of pro­
jection itself. At the heart of his conception of world projection is our 
homely ability of " doing one thing by doing another " (p. 1; pp. 202ff). 
"Always one projects a world by doing something else," he writes, "by 
inscribing words on paper, by applying paint to canvas, or whatever" (p. 
202). He is also careful to point out that the activity of world projection 
is not the exclusive privilege of artists. Descartes's Meditations or Wil­
liam Shirer's Rise and Fall of the Third Reich project a world just as much 
as Gogol's Dead Souls or Titian's "Venus of Urbino." But, following 
Sidney's celebrated observation that the poet " nothing affirms, and there­
fore never lieth," he suggests that art is distinctive in that the worlds it 
projects are frankly acknowledged to be fictional. 

In all this Wolterstorff's analysis is quite suggestive. Unfortunately, his 
argument is burdened by an elaborate iogical machinery that, I fear, does 
more to obscure than to illumine his subject. Here, for example, is part­
only part-of his explanation of " what it is to project a world by the use 
of some artefact of art " : 

Consider some I-degree actions a,. ... , an, having as associated item/usage pairs 
(11, U), ... , (In, Un). Suppose that by performing a1 , •• , , an some person P 
takes up mood-stances toward all and only the states of affairs S1, ••• ,Sn. And 
suppose that WW is the world derivable by extrapolation from S1 , ••• , Sn. 
Then WW is the world assoG'ia,ted with I,. ... , 10 for that particular usage of 
these items. And P will be said to have projected WW by performing a1, • • • , 

an. (p. 238) 

How helpful is this 7 One remembers Aristotle's observation in the Ethics 
that clarity is limited by subject matter, warning us " to look for precision 
in each class of things just so far as the nature of the subject admits." 

A further problem is W olterstorff's neglect of sources outside the Anglo­
American tradition. The intriguing idea of world projection is hardly 
new. One will find it developed at length in the work of Heidegger and 
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Ricoeur. And Heidegger, too, has criticized Western thinking about art 
for its dependence on the notion of experience. Yet neither is even men­
tioned here. Is W olterstorff's book better for the exclusion? Clearer, per­
haps, or more precise7 I doubt it. 

And finally, I must say a word about the book's price. Works and 
Worlds of Art is a book of fewer than 400 pages. It is perfect-bound (its 
pages are glued, not sewn) and indifferently printed photo-offset. For 
$55.00? Something is wrong at Oxford. 

ROGER KIMBALL 
Yale University 

New Haven, Connecticut 

The Art of Biblical Narrative. By ROBERT AmER. New York: Basic 
Books, 1981. $13.95. 

Practitioners of historical criticism have often seen themselves as the 
guardians of rationality in biblical interpretation. Historical critics have 
attempted to control religious and theological interpretation of scripture 
by insisting that interpreters respect the meaning of these ancient texts 
in their original settings. Historians have thus sought to establish cri­
teria ·to eliminate historically impossible or implausible readings and to 
confirm those interpretations which best approximate the original intent 
of ancient author or community. The goal of such an endeavor has been 
to determine rational criteria to guide the intelligent interpretation of the 
biblical texts. But anyone who has even a nodding acquaintance with 
modern biblical scholarship knows what an elusive goal this has been. 
Despite the generation of documentary and source hypotheses, criteria of 
similarity and dissimilarity, form and redaction criticisms, the biblical his­
torian is too often faced with the dilemma of explaining the little known 
by the lesser known. And in the process of dissecting the text in order to 
place its constituent parts in historical context the literary unity of the 
document is either ignored or destroyed. 

Robert Alter is acutely aware of the need for rational controls in bibli­
cal interpretation but also sees the weakness of what he calls the " excava­
tive" scholarship of modern historical critics. Alter is trained as a literary 
critic and approaches the biblical texts respecting their literary integrity 
and seeking that "intricately interconnected unity" (11) provided by the 
texts' narrative continuum. Alter does not deny that the biblical writings 
have a complex documentary history, but he is convinced that the recon­
struction of that history is not the most fruitful means of discovering their 
literary meaning. The narrative portions of scripture are best interpreted 
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through careful attention to the intricate literary patterns of narration, 
characterization, and techniques of repetition which constitute the texts' 
literary unity. 

Attention to such features leads not to a more " imaginative " reading of biblical 
narrative but to a more precise one; and since all these features are linked to 
discernible details in the Hebrew text, the literary approach is actually a good 
deal less conjectural than the historical scholarship that asks of a verse whether 
it contains possible Akkadian loan words, whether it reflects Sumerian kinship 
practices, whether it may have been corrupted by scribal error (21). 

Precisely in discovering the literary art of the biblical narrative the in­
terpreter begins to approach the elusive goal of historical criticism, viz. the 
discernment of rational controls for the interpretation of ancient texts. 
The great advantage of Alter's method is that the controls are the literary 
structures of the text which can be discerned by any careful reader. 

Alter is a master of careful, detailed but exoteric interpretation. The 
book opens with an analysis of the Tamar and Judah story of Genesis 38, 
a literary unit which E. A. Speiser claims has "no connection with the 
dream of Joseph" within which it is nested. In a brilliant bit of literary 
analysis Alter shows that, contrary to the historical critic's judgment, 
Genesis 38 is intimately tied to the larger Joseph narrative. The textual 
link between the two narratives is the Hebrew recognition formulas pres­
ent in both (haker-na and vayaker). Those verbs occur at the conclusion 
of the smaller story when Judah recognizes that he has been deceived by 
Tamar and has unknowingly fathered the child she carries. They reappear 
in precisely the same forms at the climax of the Joseph story when his 
brothers fail to recognize that the Egyptian official with whom they plead 
is the brother they had sold into slavery. The precise recurrence of the 
formulas is neither accidental nor a matter of mechanical repetition; it is 
rather the " careful splicing of sources by a brilliant literary artist. The 
first use of the formula was for an act of deception; the second use is for 
an act of unmasking" (10). Through such subtle analysis Alter is able 
to argue persuasively that a literary unit thought by historical critics to 
be a crude interruption of the Joseph narrative is in fact a carefully con­
structed, subtly integrated part of the larger narrative whole. This is no 
"slight of hand" conjuring trick. My brief summary of Alter's argument 
only begins to suggest the precision and elegance of his presentation. 

Alter attempts to identify the various literary structures characteristic 
of the Bible's narrative art. One of his most impressive achievements is 
his account of the use of repetition in Hebrew narrative. The repetition 
of the same story in different contexts with different characters (e.g. the 
betrothal scenes of Genesis 24, 29 and Exodus 2) or the verbatim repeti­
tion of two conflicting etiological tales (e.g. I Samuel 10 and 19 or I 
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Samuel 16 and 17) is an oft-noted characteristic of the Hebrew Bible. 
Rather than "explaining" such occurrences as the result of multiple 
sources and clumsy editing, Alter shows how the repetition serves to ad­
vance the movement of the overarching narrative, The betrothal episodes 
are, Alter argues, biblical typescenes in which a convention known to the 
reader is deftly varied for the purpose of defining the specific qualities of 
each character. The betrothal scenes of Isaac, Jacob, and Moses are used 
to characterize each individual in the narrative of the chosen people. So 
also the different accounts of Saul and the prophets or the conflicting ways 
in which David is introduced into the narrative are seen as necessary means 
of telling the story of God and his people in all its untidy complexity. 

In linear logic, the same action could not have occurred twice in two different 
ways, but in the narrative logic with which the writer worked, it made sense to 
incorporate both versions available to him, because together they brought forth 
mutually complementary implications of the narrated event, thus enabling him 
to give a complete imaginative account of it (138) . 

While the notion of " narrative logic " cries out for greater elucidation, 
Alter establishes through his careful analysis that there is a coherent nar­
rative structure within the Hebrew Bible which is all too often ignored by 
the conventions of modern biblical scholarship. The art of the biblical 
narrative is available only to the critic who develops an appropriate 
literary sensibility. 

The Art of Biblical Narrative is a potentially groundbreaking work of 
interest to biblical scholars, historians, theologians, literary critics, or any­
one concerned with sound biblical interpretation. Alter is at his best when 
practicing the art of interpretation. His attempts at a more theoretical 
discussion are not fully satisfying, but his work is extraordinarily sugges­
tive hermeneutics. Alter has in fact sketched the basis for an hermeneu­
tical procedure which allows the interpretation of the Bible's " realistic 
narrative " on its own terms. With this book we begin to see the shape of 
an appropriate " analytical procedure " for explicating realistic narrative; 
the lack of such a procedure, Hans Frei has argued in The Eclipse of 
Biblical Narrative, has crippled theological interpretation since the 18th 
century. (Oddly Alter seems unaware of Frei's work.) One can only 
hope that others concerned with questions of narrative interpretation will 
read and respond to this most stimulating book and that Alter himself will 
continue to contribute to this burgeoning discipline. 

RONALD F. THIEMANN 

Haverford College 
Haverford, Pennsylvania 
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The Emergent Chut·ch: The Future of Christianity in a Post-Bourgeois 
World. By JOHANN BAPTIST METZ. Translated by Peter Mann. New 

York: The Crossroads Publishing Company, 1981. Pp. ix + 127. 

$10.95. 

The Emergent Church gathers together eight talks given by Metz in re­
cent years. At first glance, the subject-matters are quite diverse: the ten­
sions between messianic and bourgeois religion, Christian and Jewish re­
lations after Auschwitz, the Eucharist as a sign of anthropological revolu­
tion, the contemporary significance of the Reformation, the importance of 
basic communities in the Church, the work of Ernesto Cardenal, the strug­
gle between traditionists and reformers among Roman Catholics. How­
ever, Metz himself sees the talks as unfolding one central issue : " the be­
ginnings of a Christianity which frees itself from the captivity of bour­
geois religion and precisely thereby manifests its saving and inspiring 
power at the dawning of the post-bourgeois age." In fact, he overstates 
this thematic unity, but the thread is generally apparent, to the good 
fortune of any reviewer who must get a focus on a collection of occasional 
pieces. 

The thrust of The Emergent Church is both descriptive and normative. 
It describes and criticizes the bourgeois religion which Metz takes to be 
pervasive (although moribund) in first-world Christian churches, and it 
notes a curative messianic Christianity arising in the third world, above 
all, in Latin America. An important first question, then, concerns the na­
ture of bourgeois religion. It is religion which supports "the actual value­
structures and goals of the bourgeois way of life (autonomy, prosperity, 
stability, success)." Within it, the Christian subject becomes transformed 
into the individual of the Enlightenment pursuing his own salvation and 
secure in his future. Religious lire is thus a private matter or at best a 
family matter with little connection to " any comprehensive claim of justice 
in the world." Authentic messianism, in contrast, looks to a future be­
yond human control, a future which disrupts individual plans, which gives 
primacy not to the successful but to the poor and the oppressed. It at­
tacks the dominant patterns of barter and exchange and calls people to 
discipleship, to the actual practice of "the merely believed-in messianic 
virtues of conversion, selflessness and unconditional love." Such a dis­
cipleship must appear as a betrayal of some of the main values of bour­
geois society. 

The juxtaposition of bourgeois religion and messianic Christianity per­
vades all the essays of the collection. Metz takes privatism and egoism as 
key factors in the tragedy of Auschwitz, in the continuing tension of 
Jewish-Christian relations, in the ecological crisis, in political and religious 
oppression, in the struggle between rich nations and poor nations, in the 
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stagnation and escapism of the Churches; and, for him, the only way out 
of this many-sided predicament is a conversion, not just of hearts but of 
domestic and political life. The change depends on God, but a particular 
earthly vehicle for grace is the challenge which third-world Christians are 
now presenting to the first-world. In their struggle against injustice and 
oppression, the Christians of Africa and Asia and especially of Latin 
America force Central Europeans and North Americans to see the con­
nection between their wealth and comfort and the sufferings of others. 
This conversion would be a second reformation, and it would remove the 
contradiction from religious life and particularly from the eucharistic 
celebration of the bread of life. The Latin Americans, for their part, do 
more than just challenge; they provide models in individuals like Ernesto 
Cardenal, who risk themselves for peace and justice, and in institutions 
like the basic communities, where small groups of people can take re­
sponsibility for their response to the gospel. 

A secondary thread running through The Emergent Church is Metz's 
criticism of contemporary Roman Catholic authorities for their implica­
tion in a petty rendering of the Gospel and for their fearfulness in the 
face of theological diversity and new church forms. Indeed the epilogue 
is a short piece of self-defense against some voices in the German hier­
archy. The censure against which Metz defends himself is that he advo­
cates an easy Christianity, and it is obvious from reading this book and 
others like Theology of the World and Faith in History and Society that 
this particular judgment is misguided. I, for one, found all of them to 
ask a costly commitment and to be compatible with even conservative 
moral and doctrinal positions. Metz may give the German bishops rea­
son to worry, but it must be for matters outside the framework of these 
writings. What bothers me about The Emergent Church and the earlier 
volumes is that some of the hardest theological and practical questions are 
left unanswered, perhaps unasked. Just one issue may serve as an illus­
tration. What does the attack on bourgeois religion and the fight against 
oppression entail about first-world social, political, and economic institu­
tions f What does it entail about private property about wage labor, about 
market exchanges, about corporate business . . . �~� It is hard to see how a 
better future world order would be without these institutions and how the 
positive features of bourgeois culture (features such as freedom which 
Metz cherishes) can survive without them. Yet bourgeois religiosity would 
seem to be, in some measure, a consequence of -life in a bourgeois society 
whose demise promises something worse. I have no ready answer, but I 
think that Metz and the rest of us need to work towards answers to these 
questions. 

MIOHAEL J. KERLIN 

La Salle College 
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania 
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Theology and Discovery: Essays in Honor of Karl Rahner, S.J. Edited 

by WILLIAM J. KELLY, S.J. Milwaukee, Wisconsin: Marquette Uni­

versity Press, 1980. Pp. 365. $24.95. 

It is hard to imagine a better way in which a University and its Theology 
Department might honor Karl Rahner than this collection of essays. In 
March, 1979, Fr. Rahner was awarded the Pere Marquette Discovery 
Medal "in honor of Father's 75th birthday and in celebration of his 
achievements in theology both for the Church and for the world " (Editor's 
Preface). The next three days were devoted to a series of twelve major 
papers, with two respondents for each paper. The present volume in­
cludes these essays as well as appendices on the conference and indices of 
proper names and scriptural references. Rahner's brief foreward sum­
marizes his own vision of a theology of the future, with the hope that 
tributes will be directed not toward him but toward " contemporary 
theology in its entirety." 

Indeed, the success of this volume is precisely that it accomplishes this. 
The various papers do (fortunately) direct some tributes toward Rahner's 
theology. But they spend even more time addressing various topics, both 
"rahnerian" and "nonrahnerian." The authors, articles (averaging 24 
pages), and respondents (averaging 4 pages) are as follows : Rev. Avery 
Dulles, S.J., "Revelation and Discovery" (Respondents: Rev. Joseph 
Lienhard, S.J., and Dr. Andrew Tallon); Rev. William V. Dych, S.J., 
"Method in Theology According to Karl Rahner" (Respondents: Rev. 
Bernard J. F. Lonergan, S.J., and Rev. Walter Stohrer, S.J.); Rev. 
Gerald McCool, S.J., "Karl Rahner and the Christian Philosophy of St. 
Thomas Aquinas" (Respondents: Rev. Robert Kress and Rev. Patrick 
Burns); Rev. George Muscalek, S.J., "The Impasse of Ultimate Reassur­
ance and Christian Certitude" (Respondents: Rev. Joseph Bracken, S.J., 
and Rev. Ladislas Orsy, S.J.); Rev. Harvey Egan, S.J., "Rahner's 
Mystical Theology" (Respondents: Rev. Kenneth Baker, S.J., and Dr. 
Keith Egan); Rev. Johannes B. Metz, "An Identity Crisis in Christianity' 
Transcendental and Political Responses" (Respondents: Rev. Matthew 
Lamb and Rev. David Tracy); Rev. Jon Sobrino, S.J., "Current Prob­
lems in Christology in Latin American Theology" (Respondents: Dr. 
Fernando Segovia and Rev. Joseph Komonchak); Dr. Thomas Ommen, 
" The Pre-Understanding of the Theologian " (Respondents: Rev. Peter 
Schineller, S.J., and Rev. Roland Teske, S.J.); Rev. Leo O'Donovan, S.J., 
''Making Heaven and Earth: Catholi!l Theology's Search for a Unified 
View of Nature and History" (Respondents: Dr. William O'Brien and 
Dr. Dean Fowler); Rev. Bruno Schueller, S.J., "Christianity and the 
New Man: The Moral Dimension" (Respondents: Rev. Richard Roach, 
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S.J., and Dr. Mary Rousseau); Rev. John F. X.- Sheehan, S.J., "The His­
torical Method and Canonical Criticism: A Place on Which to Stand in 
Doing Biblical Theology" (Respondents: Ms. Toni Craven and Very Rev. 
Richard Sklba) . 

A summary of the exchanges-and a few of my own questions-suggest 
the breadth of issues raised. Dulles aims at " considering revelation un­
der the rubric of discovery " (and, his argument seems to imply, also vice 
versa). Illustrating his point with samples from Scripture and philosophy 
of science and elsewhere, Dulles proposes that "it is quite conceivable that 
one and same disclosure might be, under different aspects, both revela­
tion and discovery." Christian discipleship is, in any case, a faith "on the 
way to discovery, on the way to revelation not yet given.'' (But, then, one 
wonders: is not the concept " revelation" decentralized in a way that un­
dercuts the main thesis?). Liehhardt uses Augustine to " complement " 
Dulles, and Tallon inserts Dulles into a broad tradition of a theology of 
" the heart " and " affective intentionality." 

Dych offers a comparison of Rahner and Lonergan. He proposes that, 
unlike Lonergan's distinction between " potential " and other " acts of 
meaning," Rahner's distinction between experience and reflection grants 
a " fulness " to experience that is " left behind " in reflection; analogously, 
unlike Lonergan's emphasis on thematic knowledge of God, Rahner em­
phasizes our unthematic knowledge of God, Lonergan, whose concern is 
" less with developing doctrines than with discovering how one develops 
them with method," suggests that intentionality analysis precedes talk of 
potential meanings; more generally Lonergan remarks that there is a no­
tion of method which can control Rahner's uncontrollable pluralism. 

McCool contrasts Rahner's Foundations of the Christian Faith and Leo 
XIII's Aeterni Patris as models of priestly education. He outlines a 
history of modern Catholic theology (especially apologetics), explaining 
why Rahner gradually rejected the intellectual and social synthesis pro­
posed by Neo-Scholasticism. He also suggests-and more of this would 
have given the volume the broader reading it deserves ( cp. Ommen be­
low)-some objections that linguistic analysts, phenomenologists, and 
Whiteheadians might have to Rahner. Kreus presents detailed similarities 
between Aquinas and Rahner (listing useful prototypical texts from the 
former), and Burns warns against underemphasizing how much Rahner 
has moved with the community rather than ahead of it. 

Muscalek criticizes Dewey's critique of the quest for certainty, propos­
ing (in rich if paradoxical form) that "the only appropriate attitude be­
fore God is a certitude which is not intent on securing but on surrender­
ing" (126). God must be experienced in the world but as God-a God 
before whom certainty is not security but self-surrender. Orsy develops 
some of Muscalek's theses, while Bracken suggests that only a " process " 



312 BOOK REVIEWS 

understanding of God and world can handle the questions raised by 
Muscalek's account. 

Harvey Egan claims that " practically all of Rahner's theology con­
tains a mystagogical moment." Baker agrees, but claims that " trans­
cendental method " concedes too much to " modern rationalism, relativism, 
and skepticism." 

Keith Egan suggests further inquiry into the apophantic character of 
Incarnation and sacraments as well as into the relationship between Chris­
tian and other "mysticisms." I find the last suggestion particularly help­
ful in view of the strong case that can be made for the claim that " mysti­
cal experiences" are very different in different religious traditions. 

Metz sketches three European responses to the "identity-crisis" in 
Christianity: transcendental ( Rahner), universal-historical (Pannenberg, 
Moltmann), and political theologies. Lamb, in turn, proposes that Metz's 
own po1itical theology is a negation of transcendental theology precisely 
for the sake of affirming its "underlying intentionality." And Tracy 
summarizes the differences between Rahner and Metz before proposing 
that both are grounded in different moments of the passion narratives. 
Sobrino focuses on the church of the poor as the most adequate and in­
deed privileged locus for the experience of God. Segovia offers caveats 
on Sobrino's attempts to reconstruct the historical Jesus, Christian elitism, 
and the ambiguity of the goal of this church of the poor. Komanchak calls 
for further empirical studies and the elaboration of a fundamental 
anthropology to adjudicate claims for a privileged position for the poor. 

Ommen asks whether the Christian theologian must be a Christian be­
liever, assesses Supernaturalist ( Schillebeeckx, Cougar, et al.), Exis­
tentialist (Gilkey, Bultmann), and Linguistic (Gadamer, Wittgensteinians) 
positions, and concludes (with Tracy and Kaufman) with a negative an­
swer to his initial question. Schineller and Teske largely disagree, and 
both suggest other ways to locate the question. 

Leo O'Donovan, in one of the few essays with immediate links to themes 
in systematic in contrast to apologetical theology, reviews the discussion 
of the relation between nature and history among evolutionists and theo­
logians and proposes that there is an analogy (continuity and discon­
tinuity) between nature and history-an analogy focused on socially and 
aesthetically circumstanced human self-transcendence fulfilled by God's 
grace. O'Brien succinctly raises questions about evil, the open-ended 
character of evolution, and Jesus Christ; Fowler wonders what criteria 
theology ought to use to choose among competing scientific theories, 
whether evolutionary ontology modifies the form or the content of Chris­
tianity, and what bearing all this has on the doctrine of God. 

Bruno Schuller. clearly and with some cynicism defends the thesis that 
all the moral commands of the New Law are also commands of the natural 
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law (316); and those who think otherwise are confusing normative ethics 
with parenesis and epistemology with psychology. Rousseau's sterling 
counterclaim is that this cannot do justice to the complex problems Chris­
tians have " in the use of a norm who is at once a unique person and a 
universal norm, and in the relating of this concrete universal norm to the 
abstract precepts of moral systems." The insight needed to gmsp this is 
"not an insight into the truth of revelation, but a recognition of the good­
ness of submitting to it without such insight " (and therefore a separation 
of truth and goodness, exactly the position Schuller wants to avoid?). 
Finally, Sheehan addresses the relation between theologians and exegetes, 
expanding " canon criticism " to include a process from the original shap­
ing of texts to later uses in the community. Craven asks how the thesis 
can account for differing definitions of the canon as well as the correc­
tive that text and individual might provide for the community's use of this 
canon. Sklba asks how one can deal with the expanding limits of canon 
in history, which community will be the norm of canonical continuity, and 
whether any stage in the use of the canon can have enduring validity. 

While the circle of contributors may seem understandably limited, the 
range of issues raised is broad indeed. And, it should be noted, many of 
the respondents' essays are as valuable as the main papers; people in a 
variety of fields will enjoy the exchanges here. One sometimes wishes 
that the participants had given their topics a narrower scope so that the 
intriguing oppositions among them might have emerged more directly. 
But that is a wish which might not have fitted the occasion. All the papers 
have shown that the best way to honor Karl Rahner's theology is to do 
theology-perhaps better or worse, similarly or differently, but to do 
theology. 

JAMES J. BUOKLEY 

Loyola Co/Jege 
Baltimore, Maryland 
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