THE MORAL PERFECTIONS OF GOD

[ ]

I.
!LONG WITH ABSTRACT metaphysical perfections,

certain moral attributes have typically been ascribed

to God. God is not only incorporeal, eternal, self-
existent, and so on, but also loving, wise, merciful, and just.
Under the impact of these distinctively personal characteristics,
the magnificent but remote divinity of philosophical theism
takes on a degree of human accessibility. Perhaps for this rea-
son the vocabulary of moral perfections characteristically plays
a prominent role in the primary language of religious faith.
God is praised for his wisdom and goodness, thanked for his
mercy, loved for his unqualified loving-kindness. The inter-
locking network of these moral attributes fills out the abstract
notion of a perfect being with personal content.

The theological tradition has been quick to caution, how-
ever, that God must not be represented as a magnified human
being, even though our thought about God must work with
the linguistic resources we have developed in describing crea-
tures. Anthropomorphic imagery makes God available to the
human spirit, but it also threatens to make God less than God
by turning him into one of us. Developed theological positions,
therefore, have most often carefully qualified the personalistic
predicates they ascribe to God: the God of the theologians can-
not be caught in any net of anthropomorphic allusions, how-
ever important these may be in nourishing the believing
imagination. ,

The decisive counterpoint to anthropomorphism is provided
by the metaphysical perfections of God. These remind us of
the strangeness of God, his unfathomable otherness. “ Between
the creator and the creature,” it has been said, ““ no likeness can
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be discerned without a greater unlikeness having to be dis-
cerned as well.”* The metaphysical perfections of God anato-
mize this unlikeness between God and creatures. In stressing
the otherness of God, however, we establish a tension at the
very center of theological reflection. For the more we hammer
home the truth that God is profoundly unlike us, the more it
becomes necessary to ask whether familiar personal perfec-
tions have any place in our talk of God. As we develop the
ontological contrast and epistemological distance between God
and creatures, we may wonder whether it becomes impossible
to make sense of the claim that God is an appropriate subject
of attributes like “loving ” and “just.” How are we to main-
tain the meaningfulness of talk about God’s moral perfections
in the face of the radical distinctions which typically are drawn
between the divine and human subjects of these terms?

This, of course, is part of an ancient problem in Christian
theology: theologians perpetually struggle with the double
agenda of insisting upon God’s unspeakable transcendence
while speaking about God at exhausting length. In the discus-
sion which follows I want to look briefly at the classical
Thomistic solution to the problem about ascribing moral per-
fections to God and then sketch the outlines of an alternative
account. Thomas Aquinas provides the paradigm for pressing
vigorously both God’s ontological-epistemological transcend-
ence and the appropriateness of ascribing to God certain “ pure
perfections ” drawn from our familiar vocabulary of character
assessment. Thomas’s account of God’s moral attributes is con-
trolled by his primary commitment to a set of categories which
articulate God’s metaphysical perfection. The result of this
procedure is that the moral perfections are submerged within a
metaphysic of being which enforces an impenetrable ignorance
about what these terms signify in God. In contrast to Thomas’s
strategy, I want to place the moral perfections at the center
of the doctrine of God and follow out the consequences of this

1 Fourth Lateran Council, as quoted by Eric L. Mascall, Existence and Analogy
fLondon: Longmans, Green, and Co., 1949), p. 100, n.2.
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for the account we give of the distinction between God and
creatures. Where Thomas grounds the theological ascription of
moral attributes in a scheme of metaphysical categories which
distinguishes Being from beings, I will ground the theological
use of these terms in our ordinary practice of appraising an
agent’s character on the basis of his actions. On this account,
we are able to acknowledge the profound incompleteness of our
understanding of God’s moral perfections, but we do so with-
out shipping into the thoroughgoing agnosticism of the Thom-
istic position.

II.

Thomas provides the classical formulation of the problem
about God’s positive perfections, as he does on so many topics,
in his Summa Theologiae.

We have to consider two things, therefore, in the words we use to
attribute perfections to God, firstly the perfections themselves that
are signified—goodness, life, and the like—and secondly the way in
which they are signified. So far as the perfections signified are
concerned the words are used literally of God and in fact more
appropriately than they are used of creatures, for these perfections
belong primarily to God and only secondarily to others. But so
far as the way of signifying these perfections is concerned the words
are used inappropriately, for they have a way of signifying that is
appropriate to creatures.?

One puzzling feature of these statements is that they seem to
take away with one hand what they offer with the other.
Thomas tells us that God is literally, not figuratively, wise;
when we say that God is wise we are not simply putting for-
ward an evocative metaphor. “ Words like  good ’ and ¢ wise’
when used of God do signify something that God really is.” *
But God is not wise in any way we are familiar with nor in any
way we can envision, for all we can imagine are more perfect
modes of creaturely wisdom. Thomas is quite clear on this
point.

2 Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, gen, ed. Thomas Gilby (New York:

McGraw Hill, Blackfriars, 1964), la, 13, 3.
3 1bid., 1a, 13, 2.
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It is the knowledge we have of creatures that enables us to use
words to refer to God, and so these words do not express the divine
essence as it is in itself, . . .

Since we come to know God from creatures and since this is how
we come to refer to him, the expressions we use to name him sig-
nify in a way appropriate to the material creatures we ordinarily
know.*

The divine perfection, and the divine essence generally, is in-
accessible to us. Even when the human intellect is supported
by grace and supplemented by revelation, it cannot grasp what
God is in himself; in this life we are joined to God “ as to an
unknown.” * Nonetheless, Thomas affirms that we can use our
vocabulary of creaturely perfections to signify the divine per-
fection. When we say that God is wise, we name a divine at-
tribute which we cannot comprehend. Yet if Thomas is right,
this unknown property in God is more appropriately called
wisdom than its creaturely counterpart.

We find here a striking conjunction of confidence, in extend-
ing our vocabulary of moral perfection to God, and caution, in
rigorously maintaining God’s radical transcendence of the
bounds of human language and knowledge. The question that
immediately arises is whether Thomas can have it both ways.
If we cannot say what terms like “ wise ” and “ loving ” signify
in God, can we make sense of the assertion that they apply
literally to God and indeed are eminently appropriate to him?
If the divine nature remains unknown to us, how can we claim
that just these terms, rather than any others, are the right ones
to ascribe to God? Simply put, can we meaningfully and non-
arbitrarily assert that God is wise or loving if we cannot indi-
cate how he is wise or loving?

The problem here is not so much one of equivocation as
vacuity; it is not a matter of using a single word in two un-
related senses but of using a word without being able to give
it a sense, l.e. without being able to explain what we mean

41bid., 1a, 13, 1 and 18, 1, ad 2. Also see la, 12 (especially articles 4 and 11-
12).
5 Ibid., 1a, 12, 18, ad 1.
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when we use it this way. This more radical difficulty is the un-
derlying concern of Thomas’s remarks about analogical pre-
dication. It is not enough simply to insist that God’s wisdom
is neither wholly different from human wisdom nor altogether
the same. If this is all we mean by “ analogy,” then we have
simply found a name for the problem. Thomas’s task is to se-
cure the meaningfulness of claiming both a) that the positive
perfections signify something which God really is, and b) that
we cannot conceive of the way in which God exemplifies these
perfections. It is easy enough to insist that divine wisdom is
not human wisdom. It is more difficult to sustain the claim
that divine wisdom is wisdom, i.e. that our use of this term to
signify a transcendent divine perfection is intelligibly con-
nected to our use of it in signifying human perfections. It ap-
pears that we must be able to give an account of what we mean
by “ wisdom ” in these two instances and of how these uses
of the term are related. But this is ruled out, of course, by the
inaccessibility of the divine essence to creaturely comprehen-
sion. Here both similarity and difference would seem to be
swallowed up in simple ignorance.

Both Thomas’s claims about the ascription of positive perfec-
tions to God and his solution to the problems posed by these
claims are rooted in the metaphysical structures of his theology.
Thomas’s approach, simply put, is to develop a metaphysical
framework which defines the relation of God and creatures in
such a way that certain of the perfections of creatures will have
transcendent correlates within the being of God. His meta-
physic, in effect, introduces a meta-conceptuality: a set of tech-
nical concepts which define the fundamental structures of a
general ontology. In working out 1) the intra-systematic rela-
tions of these concepts, and 2) their relations to non-technical,
extra-systematic talk about the world, Thomas establishes a
set of rules for discourse which will guide his statements about
God and about God’s relation to creatures. Thomas’s account
of the predication of moral perfections to God, then, will in-
volve two steps. First, he must define the role that concepts of
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moral perfection will play within his metaphysical scheme:
extra-systematic talk about moral attributes must be given an
intrasystematic interpretation (viz., moral perfections are un-
derstood as perfections of being, perfections in which the act
of existence [esse] comes to more perfect expression) . Second,
he can then offer an intra-systematic account of the ascription
of these perfections to God (viz., God, as Being itself [ipsum
esse], is the essential expression of every perfection of being).
The moral perfections are ascribed to God, therefore, only when
set on a new footing within Thomas’s metaphysical scheme.
The rules of inference governing his basic metaphysical cate-
gories determine the role of the moral perfections within his
theology and, as we will see, require the semantic “ deconstruc-
tion ” of our concepts of perfection.

We need briefly to trace out this pattern in Thomas’s thought
and see in more detail where it leads him. At the center of
Thomas’s metaphysical scheme lies his distinction between
beings and Being itself. To be an individual being is to ac-
tualize in a particular way some set of properties and possibili-
ties which define what the thing is. In every finite being the
“ whatness,” or essence, of the thing can be distinguished from
its act of existing (esse). For Thomas, of course, this is not
merely to point out that we can offer a defining description of
a thing quite apart from indicating whether such things ac-
tually exist, though he characteristically introduces the dis-
tinction this way.® Beyond this grammatical remark, Thomas
would have us recognize a metaphysical distinction: it is never
part of a finite being’s nature (essence) to exist. The creature’s
essence defines a possible mode of being. But it does not de-
fine an actual instance of being unless it is made actual by a
power beyond itself. Creaturely existence is a participated, or
derived, existence; it is grounded outside the creature’s defining
properties and powers.”

6 See Aquinas, Concerning Being and Essence (De Ente et Essentic), trans, by
George G. Lecki (New York: D. Appleton-Century Company, 1937), p. 24.
7 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, 1a, 8, 4; la, 44, 1.
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If creatures are participated beings, in which there is a real
(i.e. metaphysical) distinction between essence and existence,
God can be identified with unparticipated Being, whose very
essence it is to exist. This is not only to say that God exists
from himself (a s¢) and can neither come into existence nor
cease to exist. Beyond this, Thomas identifies God with Being
itself (ipsum esse) . In addition to all the determinations of
existence (esse) in particular essences, Thomas speaks of exist-
ence-as-such, existence expressed essentially. Here being is not
bound within the limiting structures of a particular essential
pattern. In its perfect expression the act of being (esse) is not
the act of being this or that, but rather is simply the act of be-
ign actual, 1.e. actuality expressed in undifferentiated pleni-
tude. The being of God, therefore, cannot be qualified by any
unrealized potential nor be threatened by any possibility of
diminishment. God is pure actuality and so is utterly change-
less, perfectly unified, and absolutely simple and complete.

In this way, Thomas provides a structure within which God
can be conceptually identified as self-subsistent Being itself
(ipsum esse per se subsistens). This formula, taken within its
conceptual context, defines the referent of our talk about God
and establishes the fundamental conceptual relations which de-
termine the rest of what we can say about this referent. The
most striking consequence of identifying God in this way is to
rule out any possibility of filling in this abstract formula with a
concrete description. We cannot, in the nature of the case, say
what it is to be ipsum esse. For all of our descriptive vocabu-
lary is ordered to the representation of particular beings. Our
efforts to conceive of being itself inevitably end in the de-
scription of a peculiar instance of being. The metaphysical per-
fections stand resolutely against this tendency by denying of
pure act all the metaphysical categories which define finite
actualities. But if the achievement of actuality (the expression
of esse) in a finite being is limited by its particular nature, it is
also individuated and made determinate in this way. When we

8 Ibid., 1a, 3, 4; 1a, 13, 11.
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strip away all such limitations, as we must if we are to think
of the act of being itself, then it becomes impossible to give
any definite content to the object of our thought. We are left
simply with the stunningly abstract formula: not a being, but
Being itself.

In the face of so thorough and enthusiastic a self-cancella-
tion of human thought, we would seem to be left quite literally
speechless. But while we cannot describe God, we can define a
procedure for aiming our concepts of perfection in his direction.
Within the terms of Thomas’s metaphysical scheme it is pos-
sible a) to affirm that certain creaturely perfections are them-
selves perfected (i.e. have their maximal, or ideal, expression)
in the being of God, and b) to indicate in general the ways
in which we must modify our conecepts of particular perfections
if they are to be appropriate to the divine nature. The founda-
tion for these moves is provided by the universal causal par-
ticipation of beings in Being. ““ Whatever is said both of God
and creatures is said in virtue of the order that creatures have
to God as to their source and cause in which all the perfections
of things pre-exist transcendently.”® We can say that God is
wise or loving because God is the ultimate cause of wisdom or
love in creatures. This is not to say that the statement “ God
is wise ” means simply “ God is the cause of wisdom in crea-
tures.” Rather it is also to say that God is wisdom itself. “ For
when we encounter a subject which shares in a reality then this
reality must needs be caused by a thing which possesses it of
its nature (essentialiter), as when, for example, iron is made
red-hot by fire.” ** It is precisely because God is the essential
expression of every perfection of being that he is able to impart
those perfections to others.’* The pure perfections of creatures,
1.e. those perfections which express the creature’s positive par-
ticipation in being, can therefore be referred back to God as
their source and as the ideal exemplification which they “ imi-

9 Ibid., 1a, 13, 5.
10 Ibid., 1a, 44, 1.
11 Ibid., 1a, 4, 2; 6, 2; 1a, 13, 2,
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tate ” so far as they can.* However limited or constrained the
expression of these perfections may be in the creature’s nature,
they bear a real relation to Being itself. As being rises up the
scale of perfection toward unlimited plenitude, these perfections
will approach their fullest possible expression. In Being itself
all the positive perfections of finite beings pre-exist in the ab-
solute perfection of pure actuality.

Here a basis is provided for the claim that a positive perfec-
tion like life, intelligence, or love has a correlate within the be-
ing of God. The familiar meanings of these predicates, how-
ever, are tied to the ontological limits of creatures and so must
be denied of God. We can express this more precisely as a point
about the language rules governing Thomas’s doctrine of God.
When predicates of perfection are ascribed to God their ordi-
nary semantic relations (i.e., the network of conceptual con-
nections that propositions ascribing these predicates bear to
propositions ascribing other predicates) must be modified in ac-
cordance with the requirements of Thomas’s metaphysical con-
ceptuality. We say, for example, that God is loving. But since
pure actuality is utterly immutable, all of God’s relations must
be strictly external, i.e. they involve no “ real change ” in God.*
If the ascription of love entails, among other things, the ascrip-
tion of internal relation to another, then one of the semantic
connections of “loving” is broken when this predicate is
ascribed to God. A similar point might be made about God’s
timelessness and the ascription of any predicate which entails
that God acts, since the notion of an action without temporal
extension is at the very least quite puzzling (particularly if
that action takes effect within a temporal order, e.g. human
history) .

12 [bid,, 1a, 9, 1, ad 2.

13 “ Being related to God is a reality in creatures, but being related to creatures
is not a reality in God, . . . So it is that when we speak of his relation to creatures
we can apply words implying temporal sequence and change, not because of any
change in him but because of a change in creatures” (Ibid., la, 13, 7). Also see
Peter Geach’s distinction between “real change ” and “ Cambridge change” and
his remarks on the difficulty of stating a criterion for real change (God and the
Soul [New York: Schocken Books, 19691, pp. 71-72, 99).
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Arguments about the entailments of propositions ascribing
a predicate like ““ loving ” can be difficult to settle. But what-
ever we decide in particular cases, all predicates ascribed to God
will fall under one crucial restriction which lies at the center of
Thomas’s doctrine of God. The identification of God with pure
actuality commits Thomas to asserting the utter simplicity of
God. In God there can be no complexity or composition; every
predicate ascribed to God must signify the absolutely unitary
perfection of Being-in-plenitude. It will not do, on Thomas’s
account, to say simply that all positive perfections are con-
joined in the being of God, i.e. that God is living and intelligent
and loving, etc. Rather, all of these perfections must be identi-
cal in God. The difficulty, of course, is that these predicates
signify distinct attributes in creatures. “ What pre-exists in
God in a simple and unified way is divided amongst creatures
as many and varied perfections.” ** Propositions ascribing
these predicates do not mutually, or symmetrically, entail one
another and so cannot be identical. While it may be that the
ascription of love entails the ascription of intelligence and the
ascription of intelligence entails the ascription of life, the in-
ferences do not run the other direction: it is possible to be liv-
ing without being intelligent and to be intelligent without be-
ing loving, We cannot assert the identity of these properties
without breaking down the semantic relations which define
them. The divine perfection, therefore, cannot be an instance
of our concepts “life,” “ intelligence,” or “love.” We simply
cannot conceive of a being in whom all of the diverse perfec-
tions we identify in creatures are reduced to an undifferentiated
unity.

We arrive, then, at precisely that odd combination of affirma-
tion and agnosticism which puzzled us initially. On the one
hand, we assert that God is loving, wise, and so on, ie.
Thomas’s metaphysical scheme provides that the perfections
we signify in creatures bear a positive ontological relation to
the being of God. On the other hand, we are left utterly un-

14 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, 1a, 13, 4.
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able to say what these perfections amount to in God, i.e.
Thomas’s metaphysical scheme requires the dismantling of our
concepts of love and wisdom. The first element of Thomas’s
approach entitles us to call upon our concepts of perfection in
speaking of God. The second element requires that we indicate
where and how these concepts break down when used this way.
Our talk of God, then, is a carefully conducted deconstruction
of ordinary patterns of predication; a deconstruction which is
supervised by the rules of inference governing Thomas’s meta-
physical scheme. It is precisely by dismantling our concepts of
perfection that we point beyond their creaturely mode of sig-
nification toward the inconceivable perfection of God. When
we say that God is loving and that love is equivalent to esse in
God, we (as it were) aim our speech at a target we cannot see.
The Thomistic metaphysical scheme fixes the trajectory of these
statements about God and provides grounds for the claim that
the predicates we ascribe do reach their mark. But we cannot
say how they do so. In the being of God all of the diverse per-
fections we ascribe are reabsorbed back into a primordial unity
i which no distinctions can be drawn and of which no descrip-
tion can be given. If it is possible in this context to say that
the moral perfections we name in creatures are completed and
fulfilled in God, it is also possible to say that they are overcome
and extinguished. For when these perfections are fused in the
simple perfection of pure Being, they are so utterly transformed
as to disappear altogether.

I1I.

Thomas’s scheme of thought is elegantly constructed and
magnificent in its vision. His religious sensibility is deeply in-
formed by a sense of the unutterable mystery of God and of
the ordering of all things to this mystery as their ultimate
ground and fulfillment. The Thomistic synthesis has perhaps
been dismissed too quickly on religious grounds by many
modern theologians. But it is apparent that Thomas’s meta-
physical theism is open to important criticisms its very center:
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viz., in the identification of God as ipsum esse. On the philo-
sophical side, we may call in question the reification of Being
as a distinct reality independent of its modes. On the theologi-
cal side, we may argue that the identification of God with im-
immutable actuality makes it all but impossible to do justice
to those strands in Christian thought which portray God in
concretely personal interaction with human individuals and
human history.

It is not my purpose here, however, to offer a direct critique
of Thomas’s treatment of the moral perfections of God. Rather,
I want to sketch the outline of an alternative proposal whose
fundamental strategy can be juxtaposed to that adopted by
Thomas. As we have seen, Thomas constructs a metaphysical
scheme which establishes a metaphysical relation and a con-
ceptual disrelation between the perfections we identify in crea-
tures and the perfection of God. These two moves are system-
atically linked: Thomas’s metaphysic provides for the real re-
lation of divine and creaturely perfections but requires that our
concepts of perfection fail in application to God. In contrast
to Thomas’s procedure, I want to argue that we can use our
concepts of perfection in speaking of God without breaking
down their defining semantic relationships. This requires, of
course, that we step outside the bounds of Thomas’s meta-
physic of being. Rather than beginning with a set of general
metaphysical commitments, I want to begin with our familiar
predicates of perfection themselves and explore where it would
lead us, in our reflection upon God, to preserve as much as we
can of the network of syntactic and semantic rules which gov-
ern their ordinary use. The primary worry here, of course, is
that this procedure might give way to unrestrained anthro-
pomorphism. I will argue, however, that this is not the case.
We are led by this approach to a shift in primary theological
categories: viz., from the conceptual machinery involved in
Thomas’s distinction between Being and beings to the distinc-
tively perscnal categories of agency and intentional action. But
using these personalistic concepts we can, nonetheless, sharply
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distinguish the divine agent from all creaturely agents and indi-
cate the singularity of God’s perfection. And this we can do
-without emptying our predicates of moral perfection of all
recognizable content.

In order to carry out this program it is necessary to observe
certain fundamental semantic relations which structure our use
of terms like “ wise ” and “loving.” The perfections we ascribe
to God belong to a much wider class of predicates (I will call
them * character traits ) which are used: a) to evaluate the
intentional actions of agents, and b) to evaluate agents on the
basis of their actions. The first of these uses is logically basic,
i.e., it underlies and is presupposed by the second. If we char-
acterize a person as generous, for example, then we assert that
he has acted generously in the past and/or will do so in the
future. It makes no sense to say that Jones is a generous per-
son if Jones has never in his life done a generous thing and is
not likely to manage one in the future. The ascription of a
character trait predicate p to an agent S entails that S under-
takes one or more actions which can be characterized by p.
While acting in a way which can be characterized by p is a
necessary condition for ascribing p to an agent, it is not a
sufficient condition. For it is possible to appraise Jones’s action
as generous yet conclude that on the whole Jones is tight-fisted.
If p is to characterize not only the action but the agent, then
this episode must fit into a wider pattern of action which rep-
resents an ongoing continuity in the way the agent conducts
his life.

The use of character trait predicates to assess actions, then,
lies at the foundation of our use of them in describing persons.
We can use a character trait predicate to appraise an action
only if we can offer a description of that action a) which is of
the appropriate type, and b) which has an appropriate content.
The description will be of the appropriate type if it is a descrip-
tion of an action the agent performs intentionally. The descrip-
tion will have an appropriate content if it falls under the in-
formal criteria that we use to identify instances of intentional
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action which are characterizable by this predicate. The first of
these requirements identifies one of the necessary conditions for
the use of any character trait predicate in assessing behavior.
The second requirement simply notes that the use of each par-
ticular character trait predicate is governed by distinctive ma-
terial criteria of correct application.

Suppose, for example, that we see Jones drop a ten dollar
bill from his hip pocket just as he passes a begging child on the
street. If his action was merely inadvertant or accidental, then
we will not describe it as generous. Only an ironic sense of
humor would lead us to congratulate Jones on his compassion
if, when he discovers what has happened, he begins shouting
for the police to arrest the little thief. We can use terms like
“ generous ” and “ compassionate ” (or “extravagant” and
“ gullible ) to characterize his action of dropping ten dollars
only if we can describe his intention as “ giving money to the
child ” rather than merely as “ pulling out his handkerchief.”

If we are to appraise an action by a character trait predicate,
our description of that action must also be a description of the
agent’s intention, This is not to say, however, that the agent
must have intended to display the character trait which is
ascribed to him. Especially when the judgment is negative, the
agent is not likely to have set out to be appraised in this way.
Neither is an agent in any privileged position with regard to
the evaluation of his own behavior. An individual will usually
not be aware of most of the appraisals that might be made of
his intentional actions; others will often be able to make a more
perceptive judgment than can the agent himself. But if our
description of an agent’s behavior in no way captures his in-
tention, then his behavior (taken under this description) can-
not be appraised by character trait predicates.’® An agent need
not intend that his behavior be generous in order that it be

15 Note that our description of an agent’s intention in action need not always
be a description which the agent himself would give. I want to leave open the
possibility of disagreeing with an agent about what he intends in his action, e.g.
when an agent is confused about or initially unable to recognize certain of the
underlying aims of his own activity.
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characterized as generous. But if his behavior is to be judged
generous, 1t must be undertaken as an action whose description
(both in intention and execution) renders it subject to that
appraisal.

In remarking that we use character trait predicates to ap-
praise intentional actions, I am not supposing that a neat dis-
tinction can be drawn between descriptions and evaluations of
actions; action descriptions are hardly value neutral. Rather,
a more modest but centrally important point is at stake here.
To say that a person acted, e.g., wisely is not yet to say what
that person did. This characterization of his action establishes
certain general expectations about his behavior. But by itself
the statement that he acted wisely does not identify a particular
project or add a specific detail to the description of his action.
It is not as if we note a particular means or distinctive end of
action when we state that the action was wise. Rather, this
statement assesses the action as a whole, directing us to look
for certain general characteristics in his particular project. We
might expect a wise action to display a discerning understand-
ing of past experience, a perceptive grasp of the present context,
and a judicious assessment of future consequences of action.
But these characteristics, and others which would have to be
added in an attempt to explain the appropriate uses of “ wise,”
are highly formal general features of actions. They do not fix
the exact details of the actions which we appraise as wise.
Rather, they give us open-ended criteria whose application is
strikingly flexible and resistant to precise delineation.

This shows itself in two notable features of our use of char-
acter trait predicates. First, these predicates are used to ap-
praise a wide range of quite diverse particular actions. Our use
of character trait predicates identifies similarities in actions
whose particular purposes vary with tremendous range and
subtlety. A parent may be patient in supervising his child’s
play, a philosopher patient in constructing his argument, a
general patient in the conduct of a war. In each instance the
actions involved may display similar qualities of forbearance,
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sustained attention, and resistance to the temptation of a pre-
mature resolution of difficulties. Yet these actions belong to
widely different areas of life and enact quite diverse particular
intentions. When we explain the judgment that any one of
these actions is patient, we will find ourselves discussing a set-
ting and activity quite different from each of the others: e.g.,
the parent may read his child’s favorite story one more time,
the philosopher may throw away another page of flawed argu-
ment, the general may choose not to attack just yet. We will
cite these details in order to show how each person’s behavior
displays the “marks” of a patient action. But the formal
parallels which justify gathering these diverse actions together
under a single concept are differently specified in each instance
and can be displayed in an endless variety of diverse actions-in-
context.

Second, character trait predicates will be differently ex-
pressed in different actions. The specific content of the prop-
erty signified by a character trait predicate will depend in any
instance upon the description of the action that is being ap-
praised. The patience of the parent, the philosopher, and the
general is peculiar to each of their actions. If we are to grasp
the force of the predicate “ patient ” in each instance, we must
look at the way the general characteristics of patient action ap-
pear concretely in these particular undertakings. In order to
explain how the parent is patient with his child, for example,
we must look at what the parent does.

These considerations suggest that a character trait predicate
does not signify a determinate common property in every ac-
tion it is used to appraise. We need to be careful, however, with
the notion of a “ common property.” We touch here on the
perennial problem of unity in diversity, the one and the many.
The many instances in which “ patience ” is correctly ascribed
are sufficiently similar that they can be brought under a single,
non-equivocal concept. If we abstract from the details of par-
ticular instances, we can achieve at least some suceess in articu-
lating these unifying similarities as a set of typical character-
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istics of patient actions. But it is far from clear that we can
identify within this set of characteristics some subset which is
displayed by every instance of patient action and whose pres-
ence is the necessary and sufficient condition for the use of this
character trait predicate. Wittgenstein has offered a well
known critique of the supposition that universals must identify
a common property in every particular to which they are
ascribed. The many instances of a general term may bear a
“ family resemblance ” to one another, i.e., they may display a
constellation of typical characteristics which are present in vari-
ous combinations but no one of which is present in every mem-
ber of the family.'* Whether or not this proves to be the case
with character trait predicates, we are likely to find that the
typical characteristics, or identifying marks, of a wise or pa-
tient action are themselves displayed in a great variety of dis-
tinctive ways and so pose these same questions about unity in
diversity, similarity in difference. When we say, for example,
that wise actions are discerning, perceptive, and judicious, we
use terms for which we can give no more precise statement of
the relation of their many instances than we can for the term
whose use we are explaining. Rather than setting forth deter-
minate properties common to every instance of wise action, we
find ourselves explaining the interrelations within our vocab-
ulary of determinable evaluative predicates.

Character trait predicates, then, display a remarkable flexi-
bility of application and variation in expression. The richness
of this vocabulary reflects the complexity of our actual practice
of assessing the intentional actions of agents, a practice which
does not run along the iron rails of settled and unchanging
norms, but rather constitutes an ongoing inquiry in which
norms develop and are revised. In making decisions about
which actions should be counted as wise (or loving, etc.), we

16 On family resemblances see Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations,
2nd ed. (New York: The Macmillan Company; Oxford: Basil Blackwell & Mott,
Ltd., 1958), # 65-77. Also see The Blue and Brown Books (New York: Harper
& Row; Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1958), pp. 17f.
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are engaged in an open-ended process of discussing what wis-
dom is or might be; we argue not only over the identification
of instances but more fundamentally over what should be in-
cluded in the concept itself. Our concepts of wisdom and love,
patience and generosity, reflect an effort of understanding which
is coherent but perpetually unfinished. As a result, these con-
cepts are not fixed linguistic artifacts defined by a precise set
of uniformly applied criteria. Rather, they are open to exten-
sion and modification as we grapple with the complexity and
variety of human action.

These observations, of course, apply to the use of character
trait predicates to appraise agents as well as actions. An
agent’s distinctive personal identity, who he is, takes shape in
the complex continuity and interconnectedness of his many
acts. In ascribing a character trait predicate to an agent we
assert not simply that one or more of his actions can be char-
acterized by that predicate, but also that these actions are
typical of him, 1ie., that they belong to a wider regularity of
action which is well enough established that we can identify it
as a persisting theme in his personality. As we have just seen,
a wide range of actions with quite different particular inten-
tions can be appraised by a single character trait predicate.
When we ascribe a character trait to an agent, therefore, the
regularity of action we identify may include widely different
undertakings with unrelated aims (e.g., a single individual may
be patient in his activities as parent, philosopher, and general) .
It is evident, then, that there will be a great diversity of action
sets which can provide the basis for ascribing a character trait
to an agent. And once again, the character trait we ascribe will
be expressed in a distinctive way determined by the pattern of
action in which it appears. There is, therefore, an inexhaustible
variety of different ways in which an agent may be patient or
generous or wise. The range and diversity of human character
can be delineated only by describing patterns of action: we
must tell an agent’s story if we are to appreciate the special way
in which he displays a character trait. Hence, as Gilbert Ryle
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points out, it requires an entire novel to convey the particular
kind of pride that characterizes the heroine of Pride and Preju-
dice™ It draws less heavily on our patience, however, to cite
an episode which typifies the wider pattern of action in which
a character trait appears. In either case, there is an unavoidable
incompleteness about our descriptions of character. As we see
more of a person’s action we may learn more about the pe-
culiar sort of patience or wisdom that he displays. And if, as
I argued above, our use of these concepts is part of an un-
finished inquiry, then we may in this process learn something
new about what it is to be patient or wise.

IV.

All of this has important implications for the ascription of
moral perfections to God. The richness and flexibility of our
vocabulary of character trait predicates suggests that this lan-
guage might be put to work in theology without major con-
ceptual reconstruction. Can we speak of God in a way which
leaves intact the ordinary semantic structures governing the
use of predicates like “ wise ” and ““ loving ”’?

This will require, of course, that we conceive of God as an
agent of intentional actions. If we are to say that God is lov-
ing or wise, and maintain the normal entailments of such state-
ments, then we must be prepared to say that God character-
istically acts in ways which are loving or wise. The question
which immediately arises, however, is whether concepts of
agency and intentional action can be used this way without
themselves undergoing significant modification. It might be
argued that when we assert that an individual S is an agent of
intentional actions, we must also assert that S is both embodied
and temporal. If so, and if the theist denies either of these
properties of God, then the ordinary entailments of proposi-
tions ascribing character traits will be disrupted.

A {ull discussion of these claims about agency, embodiment,

17 Gilbert Ryle, The Concept of Mind (New York: Barnes & Noble, 1949), p.
44.
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and temporality would carry us far beyond the bounds of a
single essay. But we need at least to sketch the direction of a
response before carrying through our analysis of the moral at-
tributes. Paul Edward gives particularly forceful expression to
the problem about ascribing moral attributes to a bodiless
agent.

What would it be like to be, for example, just, without a body?
To be just, a person has to behave in certain ways. But how is it
possible to perform these acts, to behave in the required ways,
without a body? Similar remarks apply to the other divine attri-
butes. These questions are of course inspired by the conviction . ..
that it does not make sense to talk about a disembodied conscious-
ness, that psychological predicates are logically tied to the behavior
or organisms.'®

Edwards recognizes that in asserting that an agent is just we
are committed to asserting that he acts justly. From this alone,
however, he cannot conclude that the agent must be embodied.
This will follow only if he can show that all statements about
intentional action entail statements about bodily behavior.
This claim is clearly false, however, if it means that every in-
tentional action must be a bodily movement. For this rule does
not apply even in our own case. We quite commonly conduct
projects for thought which do not require nor become full-
fledged bodily actions. It must be acknowledged, of course,
that our lives of unshared reflection and unenacted plans re-
main rooted in a wider context of vital interests as bodily
agents. Nonetheless, we ourselves continually undertake ac-
tions which are not overt bodily movements. One might argue
that even intentional mental activities are, at some level, al-
ways bodily behaviors as well. But while our thought processes
evidently do involve complex organic events, intentional mental
action is not a subspecies of intentional bodily action. I in-
tend a bodily event in intentionally raising my arm. But I do

18 Paul Edwards, “ Difficulties in the Idea of God,” The Idea of God, ed. Edward
Madden, Rollo Handy, and Marvin Farber (Springfield: Charles C. Thomas, 1968),
p. 48.
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not intend any bodily event in working out a bit of mental
arithmetic, even though this no doubt involves the stimulation
of nerve complexes in the brain. Our mental activities may be
dependent upon brain events, but the description of such an ac-
tivity (e.g., imagining a tropical paradise, remembering scenes
from childhood) does not, by itself, entail any statements
about brain events. The concept of an intentional action does
not bear any necessary connection to the notion “behavior of
an organism,” even though many concrete action, descriptions
(e.g., making a funny face) do entail bodily behaviors.
Edwards might be read as arguing for a rather different claim,
viz., that we cannot identify and describe the actions of an
agent who is not embodied. Here he would be insisting
that we cannot pick out events as the acts of an agent
unless we can locate that agent in space and associate him with
those events either as motions of his body or effects of those
motions. An important part of the solution to this problem is
to note that we need not be able to explain how an agent brings
about the event that is his intentional action in order to assert
meaningfully that he does so. The theologian is not charged
with the responsibility of explaining the means by which God’s
purposes take effect in our world. The theologian is responsible,
however, to give an account of what purposes he believes God
to be working out in our history, and he will need to anchor
this account in events which can be identified within the world
or our experience. It must be acknowledged that this crucial
theological enterprise faces some significant difficulties. As
soon as a theologian moves beyond a literal reading of the
Biblical narratives, and so refuses to identify God’s acts with
miraculous disruptions of the ordinary course of events, he will
have to take special care to spell out what he means by an act
of God. The rise of naturalistic modes of explanation (e.g.,
in the natural sciences) and the abandonment in most theo-
logical circles of appeal to supernatural signs and wonders
makes it necessary to rethink talk of divine action in nature
and human history. An adequate response to this problem will
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require developing a general account of God’s relation to a
world which we also describe in terms of immanent structures
of intelligibility, i.e. as a natural order.

This, of course, is a major task of theological construction
which ean be pursued in a variety of different ways depending
upon one’s principal theological commitments. Disagreements
between neo-Thomists and process theologians, for example,
bear directly on the question of how best to represent God’s
general relation to creatures. The debate over these doctrinal-
theological issues lies beyond the bounds of this essay. For our
purposes it is enough to recognize that: a) talk of God as an
agent of intentional actions commits us to offering some ac-
count of what God is doing and to explaining how these state-
ments about God’s acts relate to statements about identifiable
events in the world of our experience, b) within the conceptual
structures established by such a theological proposal it will be
possible to identify the divine agent and his acts, and c¢) with-
out further argument, there is no reason to draw the general
conclusion that this enterprise of theological construction is
conceptually impossible (e.g. inevitably incoberent) .

It appears possible, then, to speak of an agent whose inten-
tional actions are not the behavior of an organism. What of
agency and temporality? If an agent need not be located in
space, can we also say that an agent might exist outside time?
Here the salient conceptual considerations weigh in the other
direction; it certainly appears that temporality is entailed by
the concepts of intentional action and agency. To show other-
wise would require that we demonstrate the logical separability
a) of the concept “act” from the concept of a temporally ex-
tended sequence of activity, and b) of the concept “ agent”
from the concept of a subject to which we ascribe a temporally
ordered series of acts. It is far from clear that this can be done.
Neither is it clear that the theist, outside the context of the
metaphysical tradition represented by Thomas Aquinas, has a
significant theological stake in doing so. While the issues raised
by this question are complex and attended by a long history of
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dispute, we can simply grant, for the purposes of this discus-
sion, that God’s eternity is best understood as infinite temporal
-extension without beginning and without end.*

If we conceive of God as an agent who is located in time but
not in space, then it appears that we can ascribe moral perfec-
tions to God without disrupting the semantic relations of these
predicates. God’s distinctive identity will appear in the inter-
connectedness and continuity of his acts. Beyond asking what
God is (e.g. a non-embodied and temporally eternal agent, the
omnipotent creator of every other agent, and so on), the theist
is concerned to know who God is. Exactly whom the religious
believer worships will depend upon the actions and purposes he
recognizes as God’s own. Theists may disagree significantly
here, as is evidenced by the long history of theological (as well
as social and political) struggle between Jews, Christians, and
Moslems. It is only on the basis of those actions of God which
a religious community recognizes and reflects upon that God
is known by the members of that community as a unique agent.

Given some set of claims about what God has done and is
doing, it is perfectly possible to characterize God’s actions us-
ing our vocabulary of character trait predicates. If a religious
tradition understands God to act in ways which fall under the
open-ended criteria of similarity which govern the use of char-
acter trait predicates like “loving ” and “ wise ”, then these
predicates can be ascribed to God just as “literally ” as they
are ascribed to persons. With Thomas Aquinas, we can say
that these predicates signify “ something which God really is.”
We make this claim, however, within a very different concep-
tual context than that constructed by Thomas. For on
Thomag’s account we must also point out that God is not an
instance of any concept “ love ” or “ wisdom ” which we possess.
Instead, our concepts of perfection are dismantled in order to
point beyond themselves to the ontological ground of all per-
fection. In contrast to this, we are now in a position to say that

12 On difficulties with the concept of a timeless agent see, e.g., Nelson Pike,
God and Timelessness (New York: Schocken Books, 1970), Chaps. 6-7.
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God is an instance of the concepts of perfection which we use
in characterizing human beings: we ascribe love and wisdom
to God without denying the normal entailments of such propo-
sitions.

The worry here, of course, is that we will not be able to draw
a sufficiently radical distinction between the divine agent and
all other agents. Do we avoid the mists of predicative agnosti-
cism only to run aground on the hard rock of anthropomor-
phism? There are two things to be said. First, the divine per-
fections are not somehow reduced to merely human traits by
being characterized in the evaluative language we use to ap-
praise human agents. As we have seen, the specific content
of the property signified by a character trait predicate will de-
pend upon the pattern of action being appraised. A predicate
like “loving,” we argued, does not signify an identical deter-
minate characteristic in every action, but rather identifies an
open-ended network of likenesses among a diverse set of actions.
The distinctive sort of love we attribute to God, therefore, will
be determined by the description we give of his actions. If the
scope and content of God’s action is unique to God alone, then
so too will be the character of his love and wisdom.

In virtually any theological proposal, powers of action will
be attributed to God which distinguish him from all other
agents. There can be, for example, only one agent who is the
free and omnipotent creator of every being other than himself.
The love of the creator for his creation, therefore, is necessarily
unique: no creature can love as God loves, for no creaturely
agent bears God’s relation to the world. Even when (as in vari-
ous forms of process theism) there is dissent from the tradi-
tional doctrine of creatio ex nihilo, God occupies a unique posi-
tion in the network of agencies whose interactions constitute
the unfolding world process. Both classical and neo-classical
theists speak of God’s love as unsurpassable both in its exten-
sion and in its quality: no appropriate object of love is ex-
cluded by the divine love and all things loved by God could not
be loved more perfectly. This divine love is normative for all
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creaturely loves: here is the point at which our value inquiry
could rest, if ever we could comprehend the divine love. And
though (as Thomas says) all creaturely loves are grounded in
and imitate God’s love, this love cannot be duplicated in the
actions of any creature.

Second, it follows from these considerations that our under-
standing of God’s love or wisdom will be radically incomplete.
We cannot expect to comprehend fully the way in which God
exemplifies the moral attributes we ascribe to him, for we can-
not begin to offer an adequately detailed description of God’s
intentional activity. God envisions an array of possibilities that
includes but vastly outreaches those which we can recognize.
His intentions in the actions we attribute to him will extend
far beyond our description of those intentions, indeed, beyond
the range of any project we have the power to envision. The
particular divine actions we identify will be rooted within a
project of enormous scope, embracing the whole of our world
in a single intention. As a result, the full range of God’s activity
and the full content of God’s life must remain beyond our reach.

Here we confront an irrevocable limit upon our capacity to
say what predicates of moral perfection signify in God. It is
important carefully to observe the nature of this limit, however.
The difficulty is not that our concepts of moral perfection must
be shattered against a divine reality to which they cannot
apply. On the contrary, our concepts of moral perfection are
fully appropriate to God, but we cannot go very far toward de-
scribing what these perfections amount to in this instance. We
can “ conceive of the divine perfection” qua applying predi-
cates of perfection to God without disrupting their defining
semantic relations. But we cannot “ conceive of the divine per-
fection ” qua offering detailed description of how these perfec-
tions are exemplified by God. A necessary part of ascribing
these predicates to this subject is that we acknowledge a funda-
mental inability to spell out what they signify.

In the face of this incompleteness of our understanding of
God’s moral attributes, there are two points to keep in mind.
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First, there is nothing unusual about finding that our descrip-
tion of an agent’s character must remain unfinished. In our at-
tempts to understand the personal identity of virtually any
agent, including ourselves, we face significant limitations im-
posed by the complexity of the relevant patterns of action. We
typically encounter at least two problems. It frequently is dif-
ficult to offer a fully detailed description of what an agent in-
tends. Intentions are often subtly “ layered ” so that action of
one description (e.g. raising money for a local charity) is a
means to some further end (e.g. making useful contacts with
business people) which may be unexpressed or only partially
understood. Whenever our knowledge of what an agent in-
tends is incomplete, our grasp of his character will also be in-
complete. Furthermore, the patterns of action in which a char-
acter trait is displayed are open-ended: the continuities we
identify as character are displayed in new ways in an agent’s
ongoing activity and so lead us to expand and revise our esti-
mate of how he is loving or mean-spirited, wise or foolish,
Closure cannot be expected in describing a property whose ex-
pression is not closed. Given these difficulties in grasping the
most significant patterns of action in the life of a human agent,
we should not be surprised that the moral attributes of God are
rooted in a wider divine life which we cannot adequately de-
scribe. It is not uncommon for our knowledge of an agent’s
character to be accompanied by significant areas of ignorance;
our ignorance of the divine agent is unique only in its depth
and finality.

This can be paired with a second point. While our ability to
describe the divine perfections is sharply limited, we are not
left completely in the dark about how these perfections are ex-
pressed in God’s life. On the contrary, ascription of moral at-
tributes to God is based upon description of divine actions
which display those attributes. Since our account of God’s in-
tention and action is necessarily incomplete, our understanding
of God’s perfections is also incomplete. But by offering a par-
tial description of God’s intentional activity, we give concrete
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content to our claims about God’s love, wisdom, mercy, and so
on. We are able, in other words, to indicate at least something
of the special way in which God is loving or wise by pointing to
what we believe God to have done. As we have already seen,
single actions can stand for, or typify, central features of an
agent’s character; the distinctive quality of an agent’s concern
for others, for example, may be vividly expressed in a particular
action or series of actions. Given our inevitably fragmentary
understanding of God’s activity, this is an especially important
move for the theist. The truth of claims about God’s moral
perfections will hinge upon a) the correctness of our identifica-
tion and description of God’s acts and b) the degree to which
these acts reflect the character of God’s activity as a whole.
We ascribe moral perfections to God, therefore, not by virtue
of a general metaphysical relation of creature and creator, but
rather in light of divine actions which give us access to God’s
distinctive identity as an agent. On the basis of these actions
we can give a correct, though necessarily incomplete, account
of who God is and how he exemplifies the moral perfections we
ascribe to him.

Once again we find that theological predication involves a
striking dialectic of aflirmation and negation. Our affirmations,
however, are not so radically qualified by negations as they
must be for Thomas Aquinas. On Thomas’s account, the meta-
physical relation which makes it possible to affirm ¢hat certain
predicates of perfection can be referred to God also makes it
necessary to deny that we know what these predicates signify
in God. On the account I have offered, both the positive and
the negative elements in our talk of God’s perfections are
rooted in the relation of the divine agent to his acts. We can
ascribe predicates of moral perfection to God insofar as these
terms appropriately characterize God’s acts and insofar as these
acts faithfully reveal God’s character as an agent. Given the
uniqueness of God’s agency, these actions and the moral at-
tributes they display will (at most) only typify a divine life
which we cannot hope to comprehend fully. Precisely because
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these actions are God’s actions, we must acknowledge that they
belong to a wider unity of divine purpose which extends beyond
the bounds of creaturely comprehension. Our positive knowl-
edge of God’s moral attributes, therefore, will stand out against
a background of ineradicable ignorance. Nonetheless, there is
a knowledge of God’s attributes which stands out against this
background. God’s love, though rooted in a mode and scope of
agency which radically transcends us, becomes available to our
understanding when it grasps us in an action which we recog-
nize as God’s own. In saying that God is loving, we do not
assert simply that he possesses some unknown property which
is the pure metaphysical counterpart of creaturely love. Rather
we say that God loves in the distinctive way manifest in the
actions we attribute to him. By maintaining the link between
ascriptions of moral attributes and descriptions of intentional
actions, we can acknowledge the radical limitations upon our
ability to comprehend the divine perfections and yet not empty
the terms we ascribe to God of all recognizable content.*

Traomas F. Tracy

Bates College
Lewiston, Maine

20 A fuller discussion of many of these issues appears in my book God, Action
and Embodiment (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans, forthcoming) .



JUST-WAR DOCTRINE AND PACIFISM

[ ]

HE USUAL ETHICAL ANALYSIS of war begins
with a stated or implied contrast of two extreme posi-
tions, one labeled realist and the other pacifist. Both

concur on the immorality of war, but divide on the ramifica-
tions. Realists maintain the necessity of war and participa-
tion in it, and pacifists reject the necessity of war and participa-
tion in it. Underlying both extremes is an accepted equation
of war and violence with action and power; peace and non-
violence with passivity and love. The enigmatic implication is
that both active opposition to evil and passive reception of
evil beget more evil. Evil is victorious either way.

Proponents of just-war doctrine tend to accept these conno-
tations for realist war and pacifist peace, but hope to avoid
the consequent dilemma. They cling to the necessity of war and
violence, but advance loopholing circumstances under which
violence is justified. At the same time, interpreting movement
on behalf of peace as passive, they offer peacemakers only a
ritualistic pat on the back. Such an approach concentrates
ethical discussion on the details surrounding war battles, with
little examination of the correlative moral necessity of peace-
making activities. Prior to a war, nuclear arms buildup, nuclear
proliferation, and disarmament, for example, receive scant
mora} attention, but should World War III break out ethicists
would argue ad nauseam the morality of why and how it was
fought. A second deleterious effect is that justifying circum-
stances or loopholes have become so pliable that any astute
politician readily finds his or her warmongering accorded a
moral evaluation, if not by all moralists, at least by a significant
few. Thus serious moral eriticism of even all-out nuclear war
1s effectively blunted. This article reexamines these concepts
of just-war and pacifism.
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The Foundation for Just-War

In a recent article, Thomas Pangle points out that the dis-
cussion of just-war by St. Thomas Aquinas is placed not in the
section on natural law, the law of nations, nor justice. “In
fact,” says Pangle, “it is treated in the context of none of the
natural virtues but rather within the discussion of the most
¢ theological * or strictly Christian virtue of charity.” * “ Peace,”
to quote Aquinas, “is the work of justice indirectly, insofar as
justice removes the obstacles to peace; but it is the work of
charity directly, since charity, according to its very nature,
causes peace.” *

I do not wish to enter into Pangle’s concerns as to whether
the source of just-war doctrine in Aquinas is divine law or
natural lJaw. But I do wish to reflect on some often overlooked
implications of positioning the discussion of war ethics under
charity. The principal act of charity is love and under the
effects of love St. Thomas posits peace. War is a vice opposing
peace. In this discussion Aquinas is clearly favoring the side
of charity, love, and peace. Decidedly he is not taking a middle-
road stance between war and peace. Given the two alternatives
of warmongering and peacemaking Aquinas is a peacemaker.
He would hardly see the makers of peace contributing to evil
m almost the same mould as the realists, who hold that any-
thing goes in war. Even in phrasing the question which leads
to the celebrated just-war doctrine St. Thomas shows his lean-
ing toward peace. He does not ask when are wars moral, nor
what are the conditions for a just war. Rather St. Thomas
queries sharply “ Whether it is always sinful to wage war.”

What has happened to the Thomistic doctrine on just-war?
A significant but simplified answer is that we have fallen prey

1T, Pangle, “A Note on the Theoretical Foundation of the Just War Doc-
trine,” The Thomist, Vol. 48 (1979), p. 467.

2S8t. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica, trans. by Fathers of the English
Dominican Province, Pt. II-II, ques. 29, art. 3, ad 3. Pangle also quotes this
passage.

8 Ibid., ques. 40, art. 1.
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to thinking characteristic of Machiavelli and Hobbes. Machia-
velli says, . . . Whoever desires to forward a state and give it
laws, must start with assuming that all men are bad and ever
ready to display their vicious nature . . . .”* And again,
“. .. Men act right only upon compulsion.” * Hobbes says re-
garding the natural condition of mankind:

To this war of every man, against every man, this also is conse-
quent; that nothing can be unjust. The notions of right and wrong,
justice and injustice have there no place. Where there is no com-
mon power, there is no law: where no law, no injustice. Force,
and fraud, are in war the two cardinal virtues.®

The first law of nature Hobbes describes as follows:

Every man ought to endeavor peace, as far as he has hope of
obtaining it; and when he cannot obtain it, . . . he may seek, and
use, all helps, and advantages of war.?

The contrast between Machiavelli and Hobbes, and Aquinas
is thus stark. Evil is primary, and good a hope, in Machiavelli
and Hobbes; while, in St. Thomas, goodness is the natural con-
dition of humans, with evil a deficiency. In the former, the
state, the sovereign, or the prince must compel goodness against
human inclinations; in the latter, laws are enjoined in keeping
with the natural condition of humanity. A ‘realist’ view of
war dominates the one; a peacemaking view, the other. Paren-
thetically speaking, I have placed realist in quotes because al-
though it is the current term used in war morality analyses it
is hardly realistic; Wasserstrom is more sensitive to the mean-
ing in labeling the view  nihilistic.” ®

Reinhold Niebuhr, in an influential work, Moral Man and
Immoral Society, tries to tiptoe between the nihilistic and

4 N. Machiavelli, The Discourses, Bk. X, ch. III.

5 Ibid.

8 T. Hobbes, The English Works of Thomas Hobbes, Vol. IT1, p. 115,

7 Ibid., p. 117.

8 Cf. R. Wasserstrom, “ On the Morality of War: A Preliminary Inquiry,” in his
edited work War and Morality (California: Wadsworth Publishing Company, Inc.,
1970) p. 78-85.
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peacemaking alternatives without committing himself to
either.” He maintains that humans as individuals may be moral
but when gathered in a large society become immoral. This
seems to be a reversion to the old Manichean philosophy of two
separate forces but with two distinct constituencies. What is
right for the state is wrong for individuals, and what is right
for individuals is wrong for the state. Actually Niebuhr’s views
are expressed with a host of confused terms, which linger in the
literature. Moral individuals, according to Niebuhr, have at
their disposal only reason and religion, which include education,
some communication, and peaceful social groupings; otherwise
they must revert to force, which is immoral. Since the effect of
passive undertakings dissipates as groupings enlarge into a so-
ciety the “society is in a perpetual state of war.”** Even
democracy, for Niebuhr, uses violent force. The main tools of
coercion are the military and the economy; both keep people in
a state of uneven power. Religion’s only moral response is an
ineffective compromise and accommodation.

Central concepts that are distorted throughout Niebuhr’s
text are power and force. These somewhat related terms are
associated, in Niebuhr, with society, and always carry an im-
moral as well as violent connotation. Hence individuals may
not morally use power, and society is necessarily immoral, be-
cause being in a state of war, society is compelled to use viol-
ence. Hannah Arendt opposes such a conception, saying “ to
equate political power with °the organization of violence’
makes sense only if one follows Marx’s estimate of the state as
an instrument of oppression in the hands of the ruling class.” **
By contrast, governments conceived as founded on the consent
of their people derive their power from their citizens. Violence
would then be the use of force in opposition to the power of the
people. The inadequacy of equating force with violence and
immorality can be further judged from a variety of counter
examples: gravity, electricity, laws, muscles, mores, firemen,

9 R. Niebuhr (N.Y.: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1932).
10 1bid., p. 19.
11 H. Arendt, On Violence (N.Y.: Harcourt, Brace & World, Inc., 1969), p. 36.
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diseases, and fireworks all display force but could hardly be
called immoral or warlike. Accordingly power and force have
a morally licit and a nonviolent usage.

Many just-war commentators, like Paul Ramsey and
Michael Walzer, acknowledge the moral use of power and force,
but discredit the nonviolent use. Nonviolent and constructive
forms of conflict resolution are rejected as ineffective. With
power and force construed as essentially warlike, St. Thomas’s
crucial just-war question is watered down to read ““ Whether it
is always sinful to use force.” Even though Ramsey gives an
historical account of just-war he does not notice his own posi-
tion veering closer to the violent underpinning of Machiavelli
and Hobbes through Niebuhr, than to the grounding in charity
of St. Thomas. To approach just-war from a perspective of a
presumed warlike human nature needing moral mollification is
a far cry from emphasizing human nature as inherently good
while permitting some unavoidable wars under restricted condi-
tions.

Ramsey’s prolific writing on just-war in the sixties have ef-
fectively given carte blanche moral approval to all U.S. mili-
tary moves, nuclear or otherwise, since World War I1.** With
the specter of unrestrained terrorism hanging over the world—
Ramsey sees our involvement in Vietnam as an act of charity—
the U.S. has a sufficient standby just cause for entering mili-
tarily into any embroglio the President may deem fit. Al-
though the Brookings Institution has calculated the number
of U.S. military involvements between 1945 and 1975 at 215,
the U.S. marches uprightly.”* Furthermore Ramsey’s analysis
of deterrence and limited nuclear war allows so much maneuver-
ability that twenty-five million people can be annihilated in an
opening salvo without raising a moral scruple.**

12 Cf, P. Ramsey, War and the Christian Conscience (N.C.: Duke University
Press, 1961) and The Just War (N.Y.: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1968).

18 For a complete listing and examination of these employments cf. B. M.
Blechman and S. S. Kaplan, Force Without War (Washington, D.C.: The Brook-
ings Institution, 1978).

14 Cf, P. Ramsey, The Just War, p. 21311,
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The work of Walzer is much more sensitive but still insuf-
ficient.”* He opposes the obliteration bombing of Hiroshima,
Dresden, Hamburg, and Tokyo as British and U.S. terroristic
tactics.”® He only accepts deterrence as temporarily necessary,
and he condemns nuclear war. But he prefers to concentrate
upon the historical circumstances surrounding conventional
guerrilla warfare past and present. In the process he makes
many balanced applications for just-war enthusiasts. My dif-
ference with Walzer is that he, like Ramsey, never illustrates
the peacemaking imperative that is correlative with St.
Thomas’s account of just-war. Admittedly St. Thomas too does
not address particulars, but he never devoted a book to the
subject! A thorough examination of just-war that does not
position the doctrine within its broader peacemaking context
is like a thorough examination of a cancerous organ without
regard for the condition of the rest of the body. With Walzer
and Ramsey we are presented half a doctrine.

Nonviolence, Peacemaking, and Pacifism

Turning to a discussion of nonviolence, we note the prefix
‘non’ is readily misconstrued. The usual depiction is no ac-
tion, connoting anything from noncooperation to inaction. So
pervasive is this fallacious interpretation that actively hiding a
slave during the Civil War period or a Jew during Hitler’s
reign would be considered a compromise, albeit slight, of one’s
nonviolent principles. Thus Niebuhr equates nonviolence with
noncooperation and lists three types: civil disobedience or not
paying taxes, boycotts or not trading with a group, and strikes
or not rendering services.” In each instance the nonviolent per-
son is characterized as not acting.

Elizabeth Anscombe is much harsher. She accuses pacifists

15 Cf, M. Walzer, Just and Unjust Wars (N.Y.: Basic Books, Inc., Publishers,
1977). His Obligations (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1970) addresses
some peacemaking issues but only within a state, not between states.

16 Cf, M. Walzer, “ An Exchange on Hiroshima,” The New Republic, September
23, 1081, pp. 13-14.

17 Cf. Niebuhr, p. 240.
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of following a fantastic illusion, and of withdrawing from the
world. Pacifism, she says, “ teaches people to make no distinc-
tion between the shedding of innocent blood and the shedding
of any human blood.” ** How she interprets the actions of the
Berrigan brothers, who have poured human blood on draft
records and atomic warheads, is not clear. Anyway, with its
teachings, Anscombe argues, “ pacifism has corrupted enormous
numbers of people. ...’

In an early article Jan Narveson sets up a straw man by de-
fining pacifism as the belief “ not only that violence is evil but
also that it is morally wrong to use force to resist, punish, or
prevent violence.” ** He says the pacifist must maintain “ fight-
ing back is inherently evil.” It also follows from their view, he
continues, “ We have no right to punish eriminals ” and * rob-
bers, murderers, rapists, and miscellaneous delinquents ought
. . . to be let loose.”* The problem with Narveson’s analysis is
his equation of force with violence: pacifists on the whole, for
example, are not opposed to police force but to police and mili-
tary brutality. Force, as we said above, has usages other than
violence and destruction. In his more recent article Narveson
modifies his definition of pacifism to read more acceptably
“adherence to the rule that one is to refrain from using viol-
ence under all circumstances. . . .” ** Unfortunately he then
overextends the scope of violence to “ the intentional infliction
of damage, pain, injury, or death by forcible means.” * With
this description violence is again virtually equated with force.
Contrariwise, Newton Garver argues that °violence’ stems
from the same root as  violation.” ** Unless a violation occurs

18 E. Anscombe, “ War and Murder ” in War and Morality, p. 49.

19 Ibid.

20 J, Narveson, “Pacifism: A Philosophical Analysis,” Ethics, Vol. 75 (1964-65)
p. 259. The italics are mine. ’

21 Ibid., p. 264.

22 J, Narveson, “ Violence and War,” in Matters of Life and Death, ed. by T.
Regan (N.Y.. Random House, 1980), p. 117.

28 Ibid., p. 110.

24 Cf. N. Garver, “ What Violence Is,” The Nation, June 24, 1968, pp. 817-22.
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there is no violence. Hence the intentional infliction of prop-
erty damage that occasions mere inconvenience is not violence.
For example, digging a grave on the White House lawn to
symbolize humanity’s death in a nuclear war does not violate
the President nor U.S. citizens, whereas burning a cross on a
front lawn to intimidate specific residents does violate these
residents. Similarly, pain precedes health as well as disease.
Pain inflicted by a surgeon for the purpose of healing is not
violence. Admittedly, the notion is complicated by what
Garver terms institutional and covert actions; still an adequate
account of violence must differentiate various types of force.

John Dewey distinguishes force from violence and in the
process affords insight on the power of nonviolence.”® Three
terms are contrasted: power, coercive force, and violence.
Power, energy, and force are neutral terms not equated with
violence. Power can be used to excavate subways or obliterate
cities. It is the “ ability or capacity to execute, to realize ends.”
Only when energy defeats or frustrates purposes is it said to
be violence. Violence is destructive force, the inefficient use of
force. Thus we have force or power as neutral, and violence as
destructive. The third term, coercive force, is a misnomer for
implying compulsion over consent. However, for Dewey, it
denotes the constructive, creative, efficient use of force or
power. Coercive force comes closest to what peacemakers call
nonviolent action. Humans accordingly have a choice in the
employment of power. They can choose a constructive or a
destructive, a nonviolent or a violent way of life. We are back,
it seems to me, at St. Thomas’s view of the primacy of peace
and the deficiency of war.

For those who, as Pangle, are reluctant to follow Aquinas in
undergirding just-war with a theological virtue—charity—let

A revised version is reprinted in Philosophy for a New Generation, ed. by A. K.
Bierman and J. A. Gould, 4th Edition (N.Y.: Macmillan Publishing Co., Inc.,
1981), pp. 217-228.

25 Cf. J. Dewey, “ Force and Coercion ” in Characters and Events (N.Y.: Henry
Holt and Company, 1929), Vol. IT, pp. 782-89.
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me revert to the less religious writings of Dewey. Dewey main-
tains we cannot demonstrate whether human beings are natu-
rally cooperative—as in Plato, Aristotle and St. Thomas—or
naturally competitive—as in Machiavelli and Hobbes.** But we
can say that whereas capitalism (and war) stresses competi-
tion, democracy 1is allied with humanistic cooperation.
“ Democracy means the belief that humanistic culture should
prevail.” ?* This proposition, Dewey points out, is a moral one.
And it is on moral grounds that we need the courage to re-
awaken a belief in our fellow human beings.

This reawakening of the various facets of our culture to its
nonviolent, peacemaking purpose or goal is hardly a passive
inactivity. It ought to be a lifelong pursuit. I spoke earlier
about writers on just-war who have presented only half a doc-
trine. The other half involves requirements for the proper con-
duct of peace. In a more balanced examination we might find
that only a leader who has pursued peace as steadfastly as our
leaders have prepared for war could be said to possess the right
intention prescribed for just war. As an historical example of
a peacemaking endeavor we could point to John F. Kennedy’s
formulation of Food for Peace, the Peace Corps, and the Alli-
ance for Progress during his first year as President. Admitted-
ly these programs deteriorated with longevity, and Kennedy’s
other side precipitated the Bay of Pigs fiasco and an unwar-
ranted huge nuclear arms buildup. Nevertheless my point re-
mains that moralists need to examine ongoing peacemaking
ventures as a balance to warmongering gestures before aflixing
the label ¢ just war.

Peacemaking, or perhaps a more cogent word for today
¢ peacebuilding ’, is a moral commitment to action. Although
there have been individuals and groups who, in the name of
peace, have withdrawn from worldly interaction, such persons
are today more accurately construed as cowards. At least these
withdrawn personalities should no longer be portrayed and then

28 Cf, J. Dewey, Freedom and Culture (N.Y.: Putnam, 1939), p. 111.
27 Ibid., p. 124.
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critiqued as the prototypes of nonviolence. Gene Sharp in a
lengthy work describes 198 different types of nonviolent actions
used by peoples in struggles for peaceful redress for human
rights violations.”® These actions include protests and persua-
sions; social, economic, and political methods of noncoopera-
tion; and a host of nonviolent interventions. Peacebuilding is
not quietistic. Careful organizing and astute planning are in-
strumental for success.

Before concluding, I wish to make another distinction. Peace-
building and nonviolent acting are not equivalent to pacifism. I
have been careful to call Aquinas a peacemaker and to point
out how necessary peacemaking is to a proper conception of
just war. Too many commentators have garbled the original
intent by approaching just-wars from the perspective of justify-
ing violence. However, once one has understood the founda-
tion in peace for a consideration of war morality one may still,
with integrity, disagree with St. Thomas on the pivotal ques-
tion “ Whether it is always sinful to wage war.” The pacifist,
going beyond peacemaking, answers yes. One of the main rea-
sons for an affirmative response is the belief that if peace were
really tried it would succeed; because the basis for war is fear,
and fear is overcome with love. Deep within, the pacifist is not
convinced peacebuilding is sufficiently undertaken whenever
the result is war; and if peace has not been sufficiently pursued,
the right intention, which is one prerequisite for entering into a
just war, has not been satisfied.

Many contemporary pacifists ask a more restricted question
than St. Thomas. They ask whether it is always sinful to wage
nuclear war. Here they are not talking about a logically pos-
sible, isolated firing of a small tactical weapon against a hard-
ened military silo. The question concerns a real nuclear war.
Gordon Zahn argues, “ Because nuclear war involves the near-
certainty of mutual destruction and passes far beyond all limits

28 Cf. G. Sharp, The Politics of Nonviolent Action (Boston: Porter Sargent
Publisher, 1973). For a similar treatment cf. S. Gowan, G. Lakey, W. Moyer, and
R. Taylor, Moving Toward a New Society (Philadelphia: New Society Press, 1976) .
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of human decency, any statement of the pacifist position must
begin with a negative—the outright repudiation of nuclear war
as a conceivable defense option.” * Using just war conditions
we can ask: Do either the United States or the Soviet Union,
individually or in opposition to one another, have a just cause
and a right intention for entering into a nuclear war? Is a
nuclear means proportionate to the end? Can a nuclear war
discriminate between combatants and noncombatants? If one
agrees that nuclear war is neither effective nor moral how does
one justify the nuclear arms buildup, and the lack of serious
talks on nuclear disarmament? What is the prerequisite com-
mitment to charity? What is demanded of a nuclear arms
peacebuilder? Even the nuclear deterrence position fails be-
side these questions. To be sure, we might be able to justify
deterrence “temporarily,” as Walzer says, but can we justify
it to the tune of combined U.S./U.S.S.R. arsenals of 50,000
nuclear warheads? Can we justify the U.S. addition of the MX
missile, the cruise missile, the highly accurate Pershing II, the
neutron bomb, the Trident II submarine missile, a new bomber,
and on and on? Can we morally justify the cost in loss of human
services? The nuclear pacifist emphatically says no. In the
face of today’s horrendous military preparations one could
bardly call such a pacifist a moral lunatic.

In this essay I have tried to show that an acceptable just-war
doctrine requires more than a set of conditions applicable dur-
ing wartime maneuvers. To defend only such conditions is to
misrepresent seriously what should be the essential thrust of
any just-war theory. To step further backwards and to build
the just-war doctrine on a presumed basis of necessary human
evil or violence is totally to distort the moral justification. On
the other hand, to argue in the Thomistic vein is to presuppose
a fundamental espousal of peacebuilding activities. The prim-
acy of striving wholeheartedly for peace ought to be actively
shared by just war proponents and pacifists alike. However,

29 G, Zahn, War Conscience and Dissent (N.Y.: Hawthorn Books, Inc., 1967), p.
100.
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on the question of the legitimacy of nuclear war and the ex-
tensive military nuclear arsenals both pacifist principles and
just-war conditions again concur: the present nuclear deterrent
stockpiles must be drastically reduced or eliminated, not en-
larged nor improved if any moral sanity is to be presumed.

JoserH C. KUNKEL
University of Dayton
Dayton, Ohio



LOGICAL POSSIBILITY: AN ARISTOTELIAN
ESSENTIALIST CRITIQUE

(3 U

LAIMS SUCH AS THAT IT IS logically possible for a
solid iron bar to float on water or a cat to give birth
to pups are either false or highly ambiguous, and this

is a result of more than a mere failure to distinguish between so-
called ““logical ” and “ empirical ” possibility. Rather, it is a
result of a complete and total confusion of the objects logic
properly studies, viz., second intentions, with those that science
and metaphysics study, viz., first intentions. Further, this con-
fusion of first with second intentions results from a tendency
prevalent in philosophy, since at least Descartes, to regard
concepts as atoms of meaning which one “ unpacks ”* in order
to discover a priori or conceptual truth rather than intentions
whose proper and definitive being consists in being of or about
something other than themselves and which thus reveals the
character of things.

Though others * have noted that there is indeed something

1 Norman J. Brown notes that according to “ the classical view of analyticity .. .
a concept is thought of as analogous to a chemical compound, a complex capable
of resolution into (comparative) simples; indeed, the notion of simple ideas which
we find in Locke, with their successors the simple unanslyzable qualities of Moore,
the atomic facts of logical atomism and the protocol sentences of some positivists
(merely the linguistic version of the old conceptual doctrine) have been cast very
much in the chemical-analysis mould. Necessary statements, on this view, simply
unpack the implications—tihe contents—of a given concept. Above all, they can-
not extend to ‘matters of fact and existence’” “ A Kind of Necessary Truth,”
Philosophy 50 (January 1975): 49.

28ee José A. Bernadete, “Is There a Problem about Logical Possibility? ”
Mind 71 (1962): 342-352; Arthur W. Collins, “ Philosophical Imagination,” Ameri-
can Philosophical Quarterly 4 (January 1967): 49-56; Tibor R. Machan, “ An-
other Look at ‘Logical Possibility’,” The Personalist 51 (1970): 246-249; and
“ A Note on Conceivability and Logical Possibility,” Kinesis (Fall 1969): 39-42;
Edward H. Madden, “ Hume and the Fiery Furnace,” Philosophy of Science 38
(1971): 64-78; Wallace Matson, “ Against Induction and Empiricism,” Proceed-
ings of The Aristotelian Society 62 (1961-1962): 143-158 and Sentience (Berkeley:
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problematic * about such claims as it is logically possible that
a solid iron bar floats on water, it seems that no-one has at-
tempted to examine how such claims might be considered when
viewed from the perspective of the Aristotelian/Thomistic tra-
dition in logic. Such an examination this essay will undertake.
First, it will begin by describing the Aristotelian/Thomistic
view of logic (or at least one interpretation of that view).
Second, it will describe the contemporary view of logical pos-
sibility and the procedure of inspectio mentis. Third, the use
of inspectio mentis as a procedure for determining logical pos-
sibilities will be criticized. The basis for this criticism will be
an Aristotelian/Thomistic view of concepts. Fourth, possible
objections will be considered and replied to, and an equivocal
use of the phrase ‘it is logically possible that’ will be noted.
Overall, it will be argued that these difficulties can be over-
come and ambiguities prevented if logic is approached in the
manner suggested by this tradition.

An Aristotelian/Thomistic View of Logic *

Aquinas has described the character of thought and percep-
tion in the following manner:

University of California Press, 1976), pp. 10-55; Leonard Peikoff, “ The Analytic-
Synthetic Dichotomy,” The Objectivist (May-September 1967): reprint ed. (New
York: The Objectivist, 1967), pp. 3-25; Douglas B. Rasmussen, “Logical Possi-
bility, Iron Bars, and Necessary Truth,” The New Scholasticism 51 (Winter
1977): 117-122; F. Rinaldi, “ Logical Possibility,” Philosophy and Phenomenologi-
cal Research 28 (1967): 81-99; and George Seddon, “Logical Possibility,” Mind
81 (October 1972): 481-494.

3 Bernadete considered many contemporary uses of ‘logical possibility’ to in-
volve a ‘“ make-believe or storytelling” sense of ‘ possible’. Op. cit., 343. Rinaldi
contended that many uses of ‘it is logically possible that’ should be replaced
with ‘in fairy stories, but only there, one might say that’. Op. cit., p. 97. George
Seddon may have put the difficulty best of all when he noted that “ ‘logical pos-
sibility > has become a debilitating term because it blurs the distinction between
science and pseudoscience, one variant of science fiction.” Op. cit., p. 481.

4 The following presentation (and interpretation) of the Aristotelian/Thomistic
view of logic owes much to Jacques Maritain, An Introduction to Logie, trans.
Imelda Choquette (New York: Sheed & Ward, 1937); Robert W. Schmidt, S.J.,
The Domain of Logic According to Saint Thomas Aquinas (The Hague: Martinus
Nijhoff, 1966); and Henry B. Veatch, Intentional Logic (Hamden, Conn.: Archon
Books, 1970).
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the intelligible species is to the intellect what the sensible species
is to sense. The sensible species [i.e., the percept] is not what is
perceived, but rather that by which we perceive. Similarly, the
intelligible species [i.e., the concept] is not what is understood, but
that by which we understand.’

Concepts and percepts are intentions. Their very nature con-
sists in generating a reference to, signifying, meaning something
beyond themselves. They have the character of esse inten-
tionale, and this means that * being of an X is not a relation in
which the thought or sensation stands, but is simply what the
thought or sensation ¢s.” ¢ In other words, concepts and per-
cepts—indeed all the modes of awareness—are inherently rela-
tional and are necessarily of or about something other than
themselves. It is thus quite impossible for all the objects of
awareness to be in the last analysis nothing more than a mani-
festation of consciousness. Rather, the existence of beings in
rerum natura, of a world that exists and is what it is independ-
ently of awareness, is evident. It is given in thought but not
ultimately by thought. For Aristotle and Aquinas there is no
Cartesian question regarding the existence of an “external ”
world or doubt as to our ability to know it—only a question
of how this is done.

Accordingly, the Aristotelian/Thomistic tradition’s concep-
tion of logic is one that proceeds from this realistic " premise.
Logic is formal in nature, but this does not make it a self-

5 Summa Theologiae, 1, q. 85, a. 2. Also, Aristotle states: “ But it is elear that
knowledge, perception, opinion and understanding always have some object other
than themselves. They are only incidentally their own objects. . . . Thinking and
being thought are different. . . . For the essences of °thinking’ and ‘being
thought of’ are not the same” Metaphysics, Bk. XII, Ch. 9, translated by
Anthony J. Lisska in “ Axioms of Intentionality in Aquinas’ Theory of Knowl-
edge,” International Philosophical Quarterly 16 (December 1976): 3818.

6 G. E. M. Anscombe and P. T. Geach, Three Philosophers (Ithaca, New York:
Cornell University Press, 1961), p. 95.

7 Roger Trigg in a most recent work, Reality at Risk (Totowa, New Jersey:
Barnes & Noble, 1980), argues that a realist premise is absolutely crucial to the
maintenance of objectivity in the sciences and that various forms of “ intersub-
jectivity ” (linguistic, conceptual, and cultural) do not suffice and only lead to
relativism.
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sufficient, a priori enterprise, for the formality of logic is a func-
tion of the objects logic examines—intentions—and the form or
nature of these is such that they cannot exist without being of
or about something other than themselves. Thus, the formal
character of logic is not a result of its being divorced from and
indifferent to the nature and character of reality.® As Coffey
and Joseph respectively put the position,

The laws of thought are not purely formal in the sense of being
totally and absolutely independent of the nature of its matter or
content. They are, however, formal, or non-material, in the sense
that they do not vary even when the particular subject-matter of
our thought does vary.?

And:

We cannot think contradictory propositions because we see that a
thing cannot have at once and not have the same character; the
so-called necessity of thought is really the apprehension of the
necessity in the being of things. . . . The Law of Contradiction
is metaphysical or ontological.t®

The objects that logic studies are intentions, not mere recep-
tacles for content. Their entire nature is ordered to the dis-
closure of something beyond themselves, and so the basis for
logic’s ultimate principles is metaphysical or ontological.

Yet logic does not study beings in rerum natura. Logic
studies the tools by which human consciousness knows
the world—namely, concepts, propositions, and arguments.
Though dependent on psychological processes for its objects of
study to exist, logic does not deal with actual thought processes

8 See Panayot Butchvarov’s The Concept of Knowledge (Evanston, Ilinois:
Northwestern Press, 1970), pp. 105-142, for a most devastating critique of the
attempt to explain necessary truth by appeal to purely formal or linguistic con-
siderations. Also, Arthur Pap’s Semantics and Necessary Truth (New Haven and
London: Yale University Press, 1958) still provides a most effective criticism of the
attempt to deprive necessary truth of factual or ontological import.

9 Peter Coffey, The Science of Logic, 2 vols. (London: Longmans, Green and
Co., 1919) 1: 22-23.

10 H, W. B. Joseph, An Introduction to Logic, 2d ed., rev. (Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1916), p. 18.
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(which psychology studies) . It is not the acts of conceiving or
judging qua psychic states but qua signs that concerns logic.**
It is the character of the acts of consciousness qua signs—as
something inherently significatory—that makes the beings that
logic studies both different from beings in rerum natura and yet
ultimately revelatory of them. Concepts, propositions, and
arguments depend upon acts of the human mind to exist, and
their character is such—their essence is to be relative—as not
to be equivalent with any form or relation of beings in rerum
natura* Yet this character is the very thing that makes logic
an “organon,” an instrument for knowing the world, because
concepts, propositions, and arguments are by their very nature
ordered to express respectively the what, whether, and why of
beings in rerum natura without, however, being reduced ** to
them.
This understanding of logic has been traditionally expressed
by the statement that logic studies second intentions, and by

11 E. A. Moody explains this distinction most aptly. “It is to be noted that
the terms which logic uses (called terms of second intention, because they signify
terms not things) do not signify concepts qua © psychic states’ but only as modes
of signification. If logic were concerned with psychic states as such, it would be
part of psychology, and its terms would not stand for terms qua signs of things,
but qua ‘real things’.” The Logic of William of Ockham (New York: Russell &
Russell, 1965), p. 83.

12 Forms or relatives which do not depend on acts of the human mind to
exist do not possess this inherently relational-—intentional-—character. Henry
Veatch has noted that the failure to distinguish between intentional (or logical)
relations and real (or ontological) relations leads to the classic realism versus
nominalism controversy. See Veatch, Realism and Nominalism Revisited (Mil-
waukee: Marquette University Press, 1954). He has also noted that this con-
troversy takes a more contemporary form in the debate between those who con-
tend that language must (somehow) be isomorphic with the world and those who
embrace a transcendental linguisticism in which language structures and condi-
tions our understanding of the world. See Veatch, “St. Thomas’ Doctrine of Sub-
ject and Predicate ” in St. Thomas 1274-197} Commemorative Studies, 2 vols., ed.
Maurer (Toronto: Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval Studies, 1974) and “LFC
Predication: the Achilles Heel of Analytical Philosophy? ”, a paper presented at
three seminars on the philosophy of language at the University of Texas, Novem-
ber, 1980.

13 Ibid. Also, see Veatch, Intentional Logic,, pp. 29-78.



518 DOUGLAS B. RASMUSSEN

this it is meant that concepts, propositions, and arguments be-
come objects of study only through the cognitive process of re-
flection. It is only through a consideration of the acts of con-
ceiving, judging, and reasoning (which concepts, propositions,
and arguments do not exist independently of) ** that they can
be studied. Such reflection, however, is accomplished only by
other concepts, propositions, and arguments which signify these
concepts, propositions, and arguments as they are used in know-
ing the items of the world. This is why logic is second inten-
tional, for its concepts intend other concepts. All other sciences
are first intentional, for their concepts intend beings in rerum
natura.”® Logic deals not with things as they exist in rerum
natura but rather with things as they are known, that is, as they
have existence in cognition. In the Aristotelian/Thomistic tra-
dition cognition is a way of being, and the domain of logic is
the domain of thought cognizing things.

Though concepts, propositions, and arguments are inten-
tional in character, this does not mean that the features pos-
sessed by them—for example, universality, extension, compre-
hension, predicability, and validity—are, therefore, possessed
by the objects they intend.

Although it is necessary for the truth of cognition that the cogni-
tion answer to the thing known, still it is not necessary that the
mode of the thing known be the same as the mode of its cognition.*

There is a difference between X as it exists in cognition and X
as it exists independently of cognition. This difference pertains
only to the mode of existence in each case, and so this does
not imply that the relatedness of the concept of X to X is in
any way threatened. Yet what this difference in mode of exist-
ence does imply is that one should never identify the concept of

14 See John N. Deely’s “ The Ontological Status of Intentionality,” The New
Scholasticism 46 (Spring 1972): 232283, n. 34, for a most illuminating account of
the relation between the logical and psychological.

15 See Henry B. Veatch, “ Concerning the Ontological Status of Logical Forms,”
The Review of Metaphysics 1 (December 1948).

16 Summa contra Gentiles, II, 75.
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X with X or the features of the concept of X with those of X.
Though knowledge is of the real, it would be wrong to say that
knowledge is the real.

Cognition is a process, an active state, but it is nonetheless a
union with the real. It is not necessary to claim that cognition
is entirely passive or that we somehow “ duplicate ” or “ copy ”
reality in cognition in order to claim that we can know reality.
To attempt to do either would be to forget that knowing is a
relational way of being. Logic acknowledges this most basic
epistemological fact. While not letting the mode of cognition
determine the content of cognition, logic studies the mode of a
thing’s cognition and prescribes what must be done if we are to
be successful in knowing the thing. It seeks to teach us how
we should use our concepts, propositions, and arguments. Logic
should never be confused with enterprises that purport to di-
rectly describe the real. Logic is not metaphysics. Rather, logic
is normative in character—its end is knowledge—and as such
it is a practical enterprise.

Logical Possibility

Let us now consider the following definitions of logical pos-
sibility and logical impossibility.

A state-of-affairs is said to be logically possible whenever the prop-
osition that this state-of-affairs exists is not self-contradictory, and
logically impossible when the proposition is self-contradictory.*”

Statements which describe something logically impossible are con-
tradictory and hence may be shown to be false by appealing to
nothing more than logic and the meaning of terms.®

Any state of affairs that is not logically impossible must be logically
possible, and ‘ logically possible’ is defined in terms of self-contra-
diction of the form ‘p and not-p’.**

17 John Hospers, An Introduction to Philosophical Analysis 2d ed. (Englewood
Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1967), p. 170.

18 James W. Cornman and Keith Lebrer, Philosophical Problems and Argu-
ments: An Introduction (New York: Macmillan Co.; London: Collier-Macmillan,
1974), p. 20.

19 Seddon, “ Logical Possibility,” p. 481.
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These remarks indicate the following: (1) states of affairs as-
serted to exist by propositions or that which is described by
statements are the sorts of things declared to be logically pos-
sible or impossible; (2) the determination of whether these
sorts of things are logically possible or impossible is accom-
plished by recourse to the meaning of the terms involved and
(8) the rules of logic, especially the principle of non-contradic-
tion; and (4) the category of logical possibility is set up by
exclusion—it is said of states of affairs not logically impossible.

A putative example of a state of affairs that is logically pos-
sible is that of a solid iron bar floating on water.

There is no contradiction at all in it. It is a law of physics that
objects with a greater specific gravity than water (i.e., weighing
more than an equal volume of water) do not float on water (with
certain exceptions such as the phenomenon of “ surface tension ).
There is no logical necessity about this—that is to say, it is logi-
cally possible for it to be otherwise. You can imagine it now (re-
member, if you can really imagine it, it is logically possible, but
if you can’t, it may only mean that your powers of imagination
are limited) : you take a piece of iron (a chemist has verified that
it really is iron), you weigh it, then you plunge it into a vessel of
water, and behold, it floats. You have also verified that it is a solid
iron bar, not hollow inside with large air-filled spaces like a battle-
ship; indeed, you have weighed it and measured it so as to make
sure that its weight is really greater than that of an equal volume
of water. This is a logically possible state-of-affairs; it does not
actually occur, but there is nothing logically impossible about it.?

Another alleged example of a logical possibility is that of a
cat giving birth to pups. It is claimed that no contradiction is
involved, and though it may be a fact of nature that like pro-
duces like, there is no logical necessity about it.

“ But isn’t anything that a cat gives birth to, by definition, a cat?”
You need only think this through for a moment to see that it is
false. Suppose that what the cat gave birth to barked, wagged its
tail, had all the contours of a dog, exhibited typical dog-behavior,
and was unhesitatingly identified by everyone as a dog. Would

20 Hospers, An Introduction to Philosophical Analysis, p. 173,
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you still call it a cat? In such a situation no-one would say that
the offspring was a cat—rather, they would be astonished by the
unusual phenomenon that a cat had produced, not another cat,
but a dog.

“But if a pup was the offspring, the mother must not have been a
cat!” Not even if it looked like one, meowed, purred, and had all
the other characteristics which cause us to call it a cat? Would
you have hesitated to call it a cat before the strange birth took
place? Must you wait to see what the creature’s offspring look
like (if it has any) before being able to identify it as a cat? Once
again, cats are distinguished from dogs and other creatures . . . by
their general appearance, and it is logically possible for something
with all the feline appearances to give birth to something with all
the canine appearances. That nature does not operate in this way,
that like produces like, is a fact of nature, not a logical necessity.?*

In other words, as far as logic is concerned, there exists a pos-
sibility that a cat may give birth to pups. No-one expects it;
nature does not operate that way. Yet logic cannot guarantee
that it might not. There is no logical necessity about it, for
there is no seli-contradiction in supposing the occurrence of
such a happening.

Usually accompanying this view of logical possibility is an
account of empirical possibility. Empirical possibility is de-
termined by reference to the laws of nature, and any state of
affairs not contrary to such laws is an empirical possibility. A
solid iron bar floating on water would be an empirical impos-
sibility, for that would be contrary to the laws of nature. The
relationship between logical possibility/impossibility and em-
pirical possibility/impossibility is as follows: If something is
logically impossible, then it is empirically impossible, but if
something is empirically impossible, it need not be logically
impossible. If something is logically possible, then it need not
be empirically possible, and if it is empirically possible, it cer-
tainly is logically possible. It is held that logical possibility is
determined from the philosopher’s armchair, by an appeal to
the meaning of terms and the laws of logic (viz., by a procedure
of inspectio mentis), while an empirical possibility is deter-

21 [bid., pp. 178-174.
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mined by an investigation of the facts, by the research of the
empirical sciences. It is concerned with more than logic and
the meaning of terms. Accordingly, one should not confuse
logical with empirical possibility. As John Hospers has writ-
ten regarding logically possible states of affairs,

We do not mean that we expect them to happen, or that we think
there is the remotest empirical possibility that they will happen;
we only mean that if we asserted that they did happen, or would
happen, our assertion would not be self-contradictory, even though
it would be false.??

Closely related to the foregoing account of logical possibility
is the notion of conceivability, for sometimes a logical possibil-
ity is expressed by saying “ it’s conceivable.” The relationship,
however, between conceivability and logical possibility is not
one of mutual implication. The relationship can be expressed as
follows: If a state of affairs can be conceived (or imagined),
then it is logically possible; but if it is inconceivable (or un-
imaginable) , then such a state of affairs is not necessarily logi-
cally impossible. The reason for this one-sided relationship is
simply that what is inconceivable (or unimaginable) may
merely reflect the human mind’s inability to grasp something
and accordingly would make the standard for logical impossi-
bility too psychologistic, while what is conceivable (or imagin-
able) is a legitimate benchmark for logical possibility. If a state
of affairs were really logically impossible, that is to say, some-
thing self-contradictory, then it would not be conceivable (or
imaginable) by anyone. No-one can conceive or imagine a con-
tradiction.® “If someone says he can form the image of a
square circle, he is probably forming the image of a square, then
a circle, then of a square in rapid succession. But he can hard-
ly imagine a figure that is both circular and not circular.” ** So,

22 Ibid., p. 171.

28 “ If a state-of-affairs is really logically impossible, it is not imaginable by any-
body.” Ibid., p. 172. This statement implies, of course, its contrapositive—namely,
if a state of affairs is imaginable, then it is logically possible.

2¢ Ibid. The claim that contradictions cannot be conceived or imagined must be
carefully construed. It must be noted that contradictions are impossible if and
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if something can be conceived (or imagined), we have then a
logical possibility on our hands.

It should be noted that conceivability could be explained in
terms of logical possibility, viz., what is logically possible could
determine what is conceivable and not vice versa. This would
be a perfectly legitimate move. In this case logical possibility
would not be amplified by the notion of conceivability, and this
would, by and large, make the notion of logical possibility
philosophically uninteresting. Of course, this is not to say that
it should not be so! It is, however, to say that the forthcoming
criticism of contemporary uses of logical possibility should not
be regarded as directed against logical possibility per se but
rather as directed against the use of the procedure of inspectio
mentis to determine whether denials of propositions about be-
ings in rerum natura are self-contradictory or not.*

Rejecting the Procedure of Inspectio Mentis

Contemporary users of the notion of logical possibility have
claimed that it is logically possible for a solid iron bar to float
on water, cats to give birth to pups, cows to jump over the
moon, and rabbits to be carnivorous. These are each said to be
free from contradiction because they can be conceived or
imagined. Whether this is so or not has been a matter of dis-
pute. Much depends on what one takes a concept to be and its

only if two additional conditions are met-—namely, those of sameness of time and
respect. So, a person could at one time explicitly hold a particular belief, and
then later, having never revoked that belief but now not consciously considering
it, explicitly hold its contradictory. Or, a person could at a given time have two
ideas which, although not themselves directly contradictory, have contradictory im-
plications which the person has not yet recognized or discovered. In both these
instances one could be said to “ conceive ” contradictories, but in each instance
there was respectively a difference in time and a difference in respect. None of
this, however, undercuts the contention that contradictories cannot be conceived
or imagined and accordingly the belief that nothing conceivable or imaginable is
contradictory. Instead, it emphasizes that one make sure that the conditions of
time and respect be upheld when it is asserted that a state of affairs is conceivable
or imaginable.

25 See Albert Casullo, “ Conceivability and Possibility,” Ratio 17 (January
1975): 118-121, for a defense of the procedure of inspectio mentis in determining
the modal status of a law of nature.
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role in cognition, and it is here that the Aristotelian/Thomistic
approach to logic is so important, for the significance of a term
or concept in such a logic is the reality it intends. To quote
Maritain:

According to the nominalist theory, concepts contain only what we
put into them, for according to this hypothesis we do not attain
through our concepts essences or natures which are what they are
in themselves, independent of the manner in which we comprehend
them.2¢

Accordingly, the significance of a concept is to be understood
in a subjective sense only. “It is merely a group of notes which
we have explicitly connected. . ..”* Yet, if things are what
they are and if concepts are complete instrumentalities which
allow us to attain knowledge of things, then the significance of
a concept must be understood objectively, What as a matter
of fact the nature of iron bars, water, floating, etc., is deter-
mines what the terms ‘iron bar’, ‘water’, and °floating’
signify. What a concept is of is what it means or signifies. This
is why Maritain opposes the attempt to reduce a concept to
what is actually and explicitly being thought. He attacks
Keynes for supposing

that a concept may be reduced to what we are actually and ex-
plicitly thinking about the several notes or characteristics which
we use to define it. The concept man, for instance, contains only
what actually and explicitly I am thinking of kic et nunc, in saying
“animal ” and “rational ” (instead of the vast intelligible content
virtually contained in these two notes) . It is not surprising that
those who so misinterpret its nature should look upon the concept
as something “ poor” and “empty.” ¢

Since concepts are not self-contained atoms of knowledge, but,
on the contrary, tools we use to identify what things are, it is
wrong-headed to think of concepts as signifying only what we
explicitly think when we use them. A “ concept is really noth-
ing but a relation of identity, the identity being between the

26 An Introduction to Logic, p. 28.
27 Ibid.
28 Ibid., p. 25.
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one nature or essence thus abstracted and the many particulars
from which it has been so abstracted and in which it exists
as a real multiplicity.” ** Beings in rerum natura are, of course,
never separate from their nature, but in thought they can be.
So this relation of identity is also a relation of reason. Hence,
it should be realized that a concept’s significance is neither some
product of consciousness which bears little or no relation to the
world nor an arbitrary grouping of existents based on nothing
more than inexplicable relations of resemblance. Rather, the
nature of the existents provides the basis for their identification,
and we provide the selective mental focus which establishes the
identifying relation between the nature so abstracted and the
numerous existents possessing the nature in various ways. A
concept thus signifies what things are.*

Yet it must be remembered that a concept is an instrument
for knowing the real, not a closed a-contextual, repository of
omniscience which provides a non-empirical path to knowledge.
To declare that a concept intends the nature or essence of a
thing does not mean that the thing is at once completely and
exhaustively known. A person can know something about X
without knowing everything there is to know about it. The ap-
prehension of “what a thing is ” may at first be only incom-
plete and vague, but one has at least some apprehension of it.
We come to know more and more about X’s nature. According-
ly, a concept must be considered part of the continuum of
knowledge which begins in sense experience and seeks perfec-
tion in full scientific explanation and/or integrated world views:
As Veatch notes:

29 Veatch, Intentional Logic, p. 113. Accordingly, a concept’s significance in-
volves both comprehension and extension and cannot be confined to one or to the
other. _

30 This is not to say that the relation between thought and actually existing
beings is isomorphic. See John N. Deely’s “ Reference to the Non-Existent,” The
Thomist 39 (January-October 1975): 253-308. Also, the ways a term can be
predicated of a subject (as indicated in the doctrine of the predicables) should not
be construed as determining what it is that concepts signify. See E. A. Moody’s
The Logic of William of Ockham, pp. 66-117, for an important discussion of this
ssue,
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[Alny concept of a thing’s essence or “ what” is not so much a

neat and static atom of knowledge [as contrasted to Cartesian
“clear and distinct ideas ” or Humean “impressions ] as it is a
dynamic, germinating source of understanding: it “ extends” over
an indefinite number of possible individuals, in which alone an ab-
stracted essence can be or exists; it also “ comprehends” within
itself any number of notes. .. .t

The dynamic character of the concept is, however, only fully
exploited in the proposition, which underscores the characteri-
zation of knowledge as a continuum, but a concept on this ac-
count is nevertheless “ rich,” not “ poor ” and “ empty.”

The “ rich ” character of a concept’s cognitive content results
from the fact that its significance results from the nature of the
reality it intends and is not limited by what the knower ex-
plicitly considers when using a concept. So the significance of
“iron bar’, ‘ water’, and ‘ floating ’ is not confined to what we
can just subjectively entertain. Yet, by the same token, the
significance of these concepts is not determined in some fashion
independently of the empirical and scientific accounts of iron
bars, water, and floating. “ Meaning ” is not something that
yields a special access to knowledge of the real.** The procedure
of inspectio mentis is then not legitimated by an Aristotelian/
Thomistic approach to a concept’s significance.

Yet, in order for this view of a concept’s significance to be
rendered more plausible, a serious misconception must be
handled—viz., the belief that a concept’s significance is con-
fined to or deduced from the real definition must be rejected.
As already stated, conceptual apprehension is not accomplished
all at once. It proceeds in steps. We begin with some knowl-
edge of a thing’s nature and come to know more and more. It

31 Veatch, Intentional Logic, p. 115.

32To the extent “ meaning ” is regarded as an object of direct awareness, it is
not something that an Aristotelian/Thomistic view of concepts could countenance.
See Douglas B. Rasmussen’s “ Deely, Wittgenstein, and Mental Events,” The New
Scholasticism 54 (Winter 1980) and “ Necessary Truth, the Game Analogy, and
the Meaning-is-use Thesis,” The Thomist (July 1982) for a discussion of the im-
portance of regarding concepts or meanings as intentions and how this avoids the
charge of excessive mentalism in semantic theory.
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is in this process that real definitions play an important role.
The human knower needs something to state in brief what is
expressed by the concept. Moreover, the knower needs some-
thing to set the overall limits of the nature of the reality the
concept intends. The role of real definition, then, is one of
classification.

It is important to realize that a real definition is not a de-
scription; it does not mention all the characteristics or features
of the nature of the existent the concept intends. If a defini-
tion were to do this, it would defeat its very purpose, viz., to
distinguish the reality intended from all other realities. Instead,
there would be an indiscriminate, undifferentiated conglomera-
tion of characteristics—much as one imagines preconceptual
awareness—and nothing would be distinguished or recognized.
In other words, we could never say what anything is.

A real definition seeks to state the fundamental, distinguish-
ing characteristic of the reality the concept intends—those
characteristics or features without which it would not be the
kind of thing it is. In other words, a real definition would be a
definition per genus et differentiam. Such defining character-
istics are cognitively determined; that is, they are determined
by appealing to all that is known regarding the reality intended.
Defining characteristics are seldom discovered easily. Rather,
much effort is required. All that is known about the being in
question must be considered in order to determine what funda-
mentally distinguishes it from everything else. The ability to
form such a definition is an immense cognitive achievement and
constitutes an ideal for science.

The defining characteristics are those which not only dis-
tinguish the existent the concept intends—for there may be
many distinguishing characteristics—but do so fundamentally.
Fundamental characteristics are those distinguishing character-
istics on which all the other characteristics (or the greatest
number of others) depend. “ Metaphysically, a fundamental
characteristic is that distinctive characteristic which makes the
greatest number of others possible; epistemologically, it is the
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one that explains the greatest number of others.”** For ex-
ample, how might the definition of man be determined? There
are many characteristics that are exclusive to man: studies
algebra, speaks German, reads Playboy, blushes or needs to,
writes love letters, wears ties, builds skyscrapers, etc. Yet none
of these features of man explains the others; none of these fea-
tures are dependent on the others. We should note, however,
that all of these activities do require another exclusive feature
of man: conceptual apprehension. All of the exclusive char-
acteristics mentioned depend on the exercise of man’s concep-
tual capacity. One could argue that other characteristics are
fundamental, e.g., the possession of a thumb or the having of a
language. But neither is sufficient. The first does not even
begin to explain the myriad activities in which men engage, and
further, it totally ignores the type of consciousness man has.
The second fails to realize that language, as opposed to the
sounds a parrot makes, requires a certain type of conscious-
ness—one capable of conception. So man’s possession of a ra-
tional faculty would seem to be the fundamental distinguishing
characteristic. The point of this example, however, is only to
show how one would begin to determine the defining character-
istic of something. There is, of course, more that would need
to be said about this particular example. We do, nonetheless,
see how the process of determining the real definition of X
would take place®*

In the Aristotelian/Thomistic tradition, conceptual appre-
hension does not begin with a grasp of something’s definition,
and neither does the determination of a term’s meaning proceed
by deduction from the formal definition. Such a viewpoint puts
the cart before the horse. It confuses the logical with the real
by making the definition that which is known rather than a

38 Ayn Rand, Introduction to Objectivist Epistemology (New York: The Ob-
jectivist, Inc., 1967), p. 44.

3¢ For related discussions of this process, see R. Harré and E. H. Madden,
Causal Powers (Totowa, N.J.: Rowman and Littlefield, 1975), pp. 21-26; Baruch
A. Brody, Identity and Essence (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press,
1980), pp. 185-155; and Matson’s Sentience, pp. 10-55.



LOGICAL POSSIBILITY 529

most concise formulation of what is known. It must be under-
stood that the definition of X does not exhaust or entail all
‘that constitutes X’s nature. The definition of X is not the na-
ture of X; rather, it is a condensation, a formula, which ex-
presses those features that allow us to pick X out from every-
thing else. To let the definition of X be regarded as exhaustive
of X, or as somehow entailing all of X’s features, would imply
that we could learn everything we need to know about X by
a process of skillful deduction. This would be a Leibnizian view
of a concept’s significance and would legitimate the inspectio
mentis approach to knowledge. It would make concepts the
objects of knowledge, not the tools. This approach is not part
of the Aristotelian/Thomistie position; a concept’s significance
is neither limited to the definition nor deduced from the defini-
tion.

Another reason for the use of the procedure of inspectio
mentis to determine logical possibilities has been the assump-
tion that the ability to imagine a state of affairs is sufficient to
make such a state of affairs logically possible. The previously
cited account of how there is no contradiction in supposing a
solid iron bar floating on water illustrates this assumption— if
you can really imagine it, it is logically possible.” Or, in re-
sponse to a critic who considered it inconceivable that a cat
should give birth to pups, John Hospers states that

any child can imagine a cat giving birth to pups, and we can
imagine it, draw pictures of it, assess the probability of its hap-
pening, so it is surely conceivable in the most ordinary manner of
speaking . . .; there is no contradiction in saying that a creature
with such-and-such a shape, which meows and purrs, etc., has given
or will give birth to a creature that has a long nose and barks,
ete.%®

Clearly, the ability to imagine a purported state of affairs is
considered sufficient to establish it as a logical possibility.

This is, however, certainly not a view that an Aristotelian/
Thomistic account of conception could endorse. To conceive of

35 “ Reply to Mr. Machan on  Logical Possibility °,” The Personalist 51 (1970):
251.
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a cat, for example, is to do more than have a sensory image of
its shape and color, or even of other sensory data we may note
such as the texture of the fur or the “ purr” the cat makes.
Rather, to conceive of a cat one must engage in abstraction—a
noting of similarities and differences among various animals
and forming an awareness of certain animals as members of a
group possessing similar characteristics but possessed in dif-
ferent degree. Conceiving of a cat involves both differentia-
tion—noting that Tabby is not the dog next door or the otter
in the creek—and integration—realizing that the scrawny alley
cat, the neighbor’s sleek Siamese, and the black leopard of
Africa share a common reality even though it is manifested in
different ways. In other words, conceiving of a cat involves
a recognition of myriad details— Exactly why is it that this
Siamese is not an otter?”’—and far-reaching observations—
“ How is it that this scrawny bit of fluff I find in my alley and
the black leopard of Africa can be the same kind of animal? ”
Every act of abstraction involves differentiation and integra-
tion, and each of these processes respectively involves more in-
tensive and more extensive knowledge. Conceiving something,
as noted earlier, is a dynamic process. In the Aristotelian/
Thomistic tradition conception transcends the static image-
building account found in the British empiricism and involves
the knower in an awareness of unities that sense perception
could not explicitly present. Unless one wants to adopt a
“ parrot’s epistemology,” conceiving X cannot merely involve
memorizing sets of sense images (or definitions for that mat-
ter) . Rather, conceiving X must involve an active process of
differentiation and integration in which there is an awareness
of how our abstractions are linked to the world. Imagining X
and conceiving X just are not the same thing, and it is a serious
error to assume that they are.®

Yet the substitution of imagination for conceiving is one of
the central errors in the use of the procedure of inspectio mentis
for determining logical possibilities. Usually, an alleged con-

36 This, however, is not to say that imagery may not accompany conception;
rather, it is just to say that the two should not be confused.
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ception is introduced with a term like ‘ suppose’ followed by
a that-clause containing an array of descriptions that call to
mind different images about the subject matter, and this is
taken to indicate how the putative event is free from contra-
diction. Yet “conceiving” of a cat giving birth to pups in
such exercises involves only forming pictures of how a cat or
dog appears or acts from the outside. It is as if a cat or dog has
only a two-dimensional or cartoonlike character. This, of
course, may constitute entertainment, but it certainly does not
constitute a conception of a cat giving birth to pups. Imagin-
ing such an alleged event does not render it logically possible—
free from contradiction.

There is a possible response to consider. Imagining a solid
iron bar floating on water is definitely not a conception nor
need it be to show that such a state of affairs is not self-con-
tradictory. The ability to form mental images, pictures of the
events, is sufficient in itself to show that such an event is logi-
cally possible. One cannot form a picture of a four-sided tri-
angle, but one can form a picture of an iron bar floating on
water. This shows, then, that there is at least a type of in-
telligibility present in the iron bar floating on water picture that
is not present in an attempt to picture a four-sided triangle.

It must be understood that this response is claiming that the
image or picture that is formed is sufficient in itself to show us
what is and what is not a logical possibility—what is and is not
free from contradiction. But we should consider the follow-
ing drawing.®’

-
-

-
-
~ -~

O™ Tt

37 Arthur W. Collins, “ Philosophical Imagination,” p. 50.
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Is this a picture of a four-sided triangle or not? It certainly
seems that everyone would say “no,” but is this an answer
that is drawn from the picture itself or, rather, from our under-
standing of what a triangle is? As Arthur W. Collins notes,

it is not our ability to form pictures that is in question but the
propriety of using them in certain ways. We cannot use a picture
as a picture of a four-sided triangle because the very concept of
such an object is contradictory.’®

Images or pictures in themselves are not sufficient to deter-
mine what is and is not intelligible. A further criterion is
needed, and this can only be found through conception. It is
by our understanding of a triangle’s nature that we determine
what pictures picture that entity—pictures do not picture until
we determine what it is that they picture. Imagination is not
a criterion for logical possibility, and so this response fails.

In answer to the question “ How do we determine whether
something is conceivable? ” we see that if it is the nature of
the reality intended which ultimately determines a concept’s
significance, then many of the putative states of affairs regarded
as conceivable will not be so and hence will not constitute logi-
cal possibilities. This consequence applies to our primary ex-
ample of an alleged logical possibility—a solid iron bar floating
on water. What we know about the nature of iron and floating
on water work against conceiving such a purported event. Our
knowledge of the specific gravities of each—in the range of 7.3/
7.8 (iron) and less than 1 (floating on water) —causes us to
realize that the denial of the claim that solid iron bars sink
when placed in water amounts to

saying that a mineral with a specific gravity of less than one (ie.,
it floats), has a specific gravity in the range of 7.3/7.8 (i.e., it is
iron), and this is a contradiction, and is therefore logically im-
possible.?® ’

Considering what we know about the nature of iron and the
phenomenon of floating on water, when we contemplate their

38 Ibid., pp. 50-51.
89 Seddon, “ Logical Possibility,” p. 483.
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specific gravities,* we realize that the putative event is indeed
inconceivable. When fully understood, a solid iron bar floating
on water is a self-contradiction and is hence logically impossible
or at least so in the contemporary sense of the term.

Given that a concept’s significance is not confined to what
the knower explicitly considers or even to what the definition
states (or can be deduced from it) but rather to the nature of
the reality intended, then it must be the nature of the realities
intended by the concepts used in a proposition that will de-
termine whether a proposition’s denial is conceivable. From the
standpoint of an Aristotelian/Thomistic approach to concepts
there is no reason to confine the meaning of ‘ iron bars ’, ¢ float-
ing’, and ‘ water’ to anything less than everything we know
regarding the respective realities. When we do this, the stand-
ard examples of logical possibility come up short, for it is no
longer possible to appeal to some standard beyond the nature
of the realities the concepts intend. Conceptual analysis, ap-
peals to “ meaning,” do not constitute some special access to
what is and is not logically possible for beings in rerum natura.

Objections, Replies, and Ambiguities

Though we have claimed that the self-contradictory char-
acter of an iron bar floating on water or a cat giving birth to
pups is not determined by a process of inspectio mentis but

40 If we detail the account of a solid iron bar floating on water with knowledge
we have regarding the nature of iron and the phenomenon of floating on water, if
we include the known facts regarding the situation we are commanded to suppose,
then the story goes another way. To wit: “ We, accordingly, take the solid bar
of iron without holes in it, weighing twenty pounds, within the vicinity of the
earth’s gravitational region (on the earth’s surface to be specific), and place it in
a tub of water twenty feet deep, ten feet wide and fifteen feet long, without sup-
ports to resist gravity. Now as we release the iron bar, all things being as de-
scribed above, its failure to sink in the tub would amount to the claim that the
laws of physics, which we know to hold for our case, both do and do not hold,
or that the iron bar did and did not weigh twenty pounds, or that it was and was
not supported to resist gravity. In other words, in terms of what we know of the
situations such as the one described [in the account previously cited, which did
not include some of the crucial details], the state of affars could not occur. It
is logic that tells us so; thus it is logically necessary that this does not happen.”
Tibor R. Machan, “ A Note on Conceivability and Logical Possibility,” pp. 40-41.
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rather by a consideration of the nature of these entities and the
situation in which they exist, it might still be objected that the
interpretation of the Aristotelian/Thomistic view of concep-
tion presented in this essay amounts to nothing more than
Leibniz’s view of concepts. After all, if it is by recourse to the
significance of the concepts used in the propositions “ A solid
iron bar floats when placed in water ” and “ A cat gives birth
to pups ” that such propositions are regarded as self-contradic-
tory, then must it not be that what we are really doing is in-
cluding in our concepts all that is true regarding the entities
and situations in question and thus we are just unpacking the
whole thing?

To say that a concept’s significance is objectively determined
and is not limited to some “ criterion in mind ” does not re-
quire that a concept be viewed as “ including ” or “ contain-
ing ” sets of facts which upon analysis are “ unpacked.” This
view of the situation fails to grasp just how radically different
an Aristotelian/Thomistic approach to concepts is. Concepts
are not packets, sets, or atoms of meaning; rather, they are
that through which the relation between knower and known is
established. Concepts do not have meanings; they are mean-
ings. As Adler states, “ideas are the only entities in the whole
world which are meanings, i.e., they are signifiers and nothing
but signifiers.” ** Concepts, then, are neither that which has
meaning nor what is meant. This is why the phrase “a con-
cept’s significance ” has been used throughout this essay, be-
cause it emphasizes the role of a concept as a sign and not as
a mental “container” or “holder” of meanings. Strictly
speaking, there is no such thing as an analysis which unpacks
the meaning of a concept. A concept does not have any mean-
ing to analyze. Rather, it means something, something it is of,
and unless “ conceptual analysis > is understood as referring to
a consideration of what is meant (what the concept is of) , and

41 Mortimer J. Adler, Some Questions about Language (La Salle, Illinois: Open
Court, 1976), p. 62. This is not to say that concepts themselves cannot be studied
and have their extensions and intentions compared and contrasted. Yet such a
study should not be regarded as some shortcut to knowledge of the real,
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unless it is realized that this is not necessarily confined to what
is “in mind,” then “ conceptual analysis ” should be regarded
as a very confused and very confusing notion.** The account
of the Aristotelian/Thomistic view of concepts presented here,
then, is not guilty of viewing concepts as Leibniz did. Rather,
it has taken note of the central idea found in this tradition’s
view of logic—namely, concepts are intentions.

Possibly the foregoing objection to this essay’s account of the
Aristotelian/Thomistic view of concepts can be put another
way—namely, suppose that what a cat gave birth to looked
like a pup, acted like a pup, and was identified by everyone else
as a pup, would we refuse to identify a cat who gave birth to
pups as a cat? If we refuse to identify the creature as a cat,
then have we not expanded the definition of a cat to include all
the properties, features, etc., we know to be true of a cat and
thus after all accepted a Leibnizian view of concepts? On the
other hand, if we do identify the creature as a cat, then would
this not mean that a cat’s giving birth to pups is a logical pos-
sibility? So we are faced with a dilemma: either admit that it
is logically possible for a cat to give birth to pups or acknowl-
edge that all the properties of a cat are defining and thereby
admit that there can be no variations in a cat and have it still
remain a cat!

This objection seems most impressive. Yet it is more seduc-
tive than it is substantial. First, this objection assumes that in
order for it to be inconceivable that a cat give birth to pups,
feline offspring must be part of a cat’s definition. In other
words, this objection assumes that a concept’s significance is
confined to the definition or what can be deduced from it, that
if we say that our knowledge of a cat’s biological capacity pre-
cludes it giving birth to pups and this is one of the things in-
volved in the notion of a cat giving birth, then we have made

>

42 ]t seems that * conceptual analysis ” involves not regarding the terms of a
proposition first intentionally, but second intentionally, and yet still not consider-
ing the proposition as being about the terms themselves. It is as if the terms
“ were somehow to be caught or seized in [their] very use, and yet without
[their] being thereby made an object of still another concept.” Henry B. Veatch,
Two Logics (Evanston, Illinois: Northwestern University Press, 1969), p. 89.
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this part of the very definition of a cat. But this is not so. All
that is required to render the putative occurrence of a cat giv-
ing birth to pups inconceivable is that the significance of the
concepts used be determined by the nature of the entities in-
tended and that the nature of these entities not be limited to
their definitions. Second, this objection in its first word asks
us to do what is the central point at issue—namely, suppose or
conceive of a cat giving birth to pups. We find the command,
“ Suppose that what a cat gave birth to. ...” Yet, why should
this point be granted? Admittedly, the directive is given in a
most offhand fashion as if nothing crucial depends on follow-
ing it, but this is just what is so seductive about the argument:
it asks us to do most casually what cannot be done—viz., con-
ceive of a cat doing what it is incapable of. When confronted
with the visualization of tiny doglike entities emerging from the
womb of a cat, the proper question is not: “ Would you refuse
to call the mother of pups a cat? ” Rather, the proper question
is: “ How are we to go about conceiving or supposing the puta-
tive event? ” Appeals to imagination will not suffice, and it is
at this point that the above objection loses its force. Conceiv-
ing or supposing a cat giving birth to pups requires that a cat
be something quite different from what we know it to be. It
requires that an entity be other than what it is, and this is a
self-contradiction.

There is, then, no reason to think that this essay’s account
of the Aristotelian/Thomistic view of concepts has gone
astray—at least as regards adopting a Leibnizian view of con-
cepts. Yet there does seem to be something amiss about this
discussion of logical possibilities. There is something strange
about saying that it is logically impossible for a cat to give
birth to pups or a solid iron bar to float on water. After all,
cats, dogs, and solid iron bars are not the proper subject mat-
ter for logic in the Aristotelian/Thomistic tradition, but much
of the contemporary discussion of logical possibility involves a
discussion of such things. Something has gone wrong here, but
what?

What has gone wrong is that most contemporary discussion
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of logical possibility has not noted the equivocal use of the
words ‘it is logically possible that’, and this creates confu-
~ sion. The confusion results from using ‘it is logically possible
that’ in reference to beings in rerum natura, solid iron bars,
cats, etc., but retaining a sense to the term ‘ logical ’ that con-
fines the object of analysis to the definition of the entities in
question and not their respective natures. The shifting of focus
from things to definitions and back again creates the confusion.
When asked to determine whether it is logically possible for a
cat to give birth to pups, one is asked to consider an actual
entity, a cat, and to ponder whether logically it could give birth
to pups. It is at this point the focus of the question shifts
from beings in rerum natura to the definitions of such beings.
The question now becomes whether the definition of a cat pre-
cludes the cat’s offsprings being baby dogs. Since a definition
is not a description, and should not be, we discover that a cat’s
definition says nothing about the nature of its offspring. Thus,
the definition does not preclude, show the falsity of, the claim
that a cat could give birth to pups. Then the focus of the ques-
tion shifts back to the actual entity; and presto-chango, one
notes that despite everything we know about the nature of a
cat it is logically possible for a cat to give birth to pups! This
entire argument confuses logic’s objects with those of science
and metaphysics. The confusion can be dispelled by distin-
guishing two uses of the phrase it is logically possible that .
(1) When ‘it is logically possible that’ is used in reference
to beings in rerum natura, one is using concepts or operating
with concepts of such beings and showing by logic (the prin-
ciple of non-contradiction) what is consistent or inconsistent
with the nature of these beings and the situations they are
purported to be in. The object of analysis in this case is not the
concept or definition of such beings but the actual beings them-
selves. Indeed, when one is asked to determine whether it is
logically possible for a solid iron bar to float on water or a cat
Lo give birth to pups, one is not asked to study the definitions
of iron or cats but to study solid iron bars and cats. In this
case, it is perfectly legitimate to insist that a logical possibility
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be determined by reference to everything we know about the
nature of the entities in question.

Anything is logically possible or any state of affairs is logically
possible which can be shown by logic to be borne out by the knowl-
edge we have of the facts involved in them-—namely, the various
scientific data, whether biological, physical, chemical, or political.+*

Furthermore, when ‘it is logically possible that’ is used in
reference to actual beings, there can be situations where the re-
sponse to the question of whether something is logically pos-
sible or not is simply, “ We cannot say at this time,” e.g., the
response to the question “Is it logically possible for a human
being to high-jump twelve feet? ” Qur knowledge of the physi-
cal capacities of human beings may not indicate an answer to
this question. Rather, it is left to future scientific advance-
ments—the development of knowledge in various fields—to de-
termine the answer to this question. ‘ Logical possibility * used
in this way is determined by everything we know regarding the
beings in question.

(2) When ‘it is logically possible that’ is used in reference
to the definitions of entities and not the entities themselves, one
is attempting to determine by the use of the principle of non-
contradiction what is consistent or inconsistent with the defi-
nitions of various beings and nothing else. As such, a logical
possibility does not pertain to what can or cannot be regard-
ing beings in rerum natura but only to what can or cannot be
regarding the concepts of such beings. As stated earlier, logic
in the Aristotelian/Thomistic tradition does not study beings
wn rerum naturae; rather, it studies the concepts of such beings
and how these concepts may be used so as to be productive of
knowledge. Yet this does not mean that concepts can be
studied in and for themselves devoid of all reference to the
world. Rather, it means that logic studies second intentions
and thus should never allow itself to be turned into a science
or metaphysics in which an a priori examination of its objects
supposedly reveals some special insight into the real. Studying

48 Tibor R. Machan, “ Another Look at ‘ Logical Possibility °,” p. 249.
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concepts “in and for themselves ” must always involve a con-
sideration of what the concepts are of, but this does not require,
for example, that the study of the relationship between the con-
cept of solid iron bars and the concept of water become a sci-
entific study. The purpose of logic is to study what the human
instruments of knowing are and how they are to be used if
knowledge is to be acquired. Thus, when the concepts of vari-
ous entities are studied, all that logic needs is their definition.
This allows logic’s examination of the concepts of such entities
not to be empty or arbitrary. Yet this does not involve
(though it does imply the existence of) a consideration of the
numerous features that characterize the natures of entities.
Logic uses the definition; it does not discover it. This ties logic
to beings in rerum natura, but it does not make logic a science
of such beings. Thus, this use of ‘it is logically possible that’
cannot be the basis for determining if the denial of a proposi-
tion about beings in rerum natura is self-contradictory. After
all, such a proposition is about real beings, not definitions, and
a concept’s significance involves more than what is stated by or
deducible from the definition. It would only be by confusing
second intentions with first intentions that one could suppose
that this use of ‘it is logically possible that’ provided such a
test.

It might seem that distinguishing between the uses of ‘it is
logically possible that’ only resurrects the contemporary dis-
tinction between empirical and logical possibility. But this is
not so. Though the proposition, “ A solid iron bar floats on
water,” was, according to the contemporary distinction, em-
pirically impossible, it was not regarded as self-contradictory.
According to the view of concepts presented here, this proposi-
tion is indeed self-contradictory. Admittedly, it may not be
self-contradictory in virtue of an examination of the objects
logic properly studies, in this case definitions, but it is con-
trary to what the concepts in this proposition signify. Further-
more, this proposition does not claim to be about definitions.
So, distinguishing between the uses of ‘it is logically possible
that’ not only goes beyond the distinction between empirical
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and logical possibility, it points to a basic confusion in much
contemporary discussion of logical possibility.

Conclusion

Though there are many issues regarding the nature of logic
with which this essay has not been able to deal,** it is nonethe-
less this essay’s conclusion that approaching logic from the per-
spective of Aristotle and Aquinas has much to offer contem-
porary philosophy. Not only does such an approach provide for
a more careful use of ‘it is logically possible that’, it provides
a way for the denial of a proposition about beings in rerum
natura to be self-contradictory and still not conflate the objects
science and metaphysics study with those that logic studies.*®
This, of course, brings us to the difficult topic of necessary
truth,* but unfortunately (or perhaps fortunately) that must
be left for another time.*

DovucrLas B. RASMUSSEN
St. John’s Unversity
Jamaica, New York

44 Chief among these issues are: (1) the claim that the necessity exhibited by
logical truths can be accounted for in a purely formal or linguistic manner—see
Note 8; and (2) the claim that the necessity exhibited in logical and necessary
truths differs que necessity from that exhibited in natural necessities—see Milton
Fisk, Nature and Necessity (Bloomington and London: Indiana University Press,
1978), pp. 25-26, for a critique of this claim,

45 See R. Harré and E. H. Madden, Causal Powers, pp. 130-139, for a discus-
sion of this difficulty.

46 Regarding the topic of necessary truth, an endorsement of the following two
statements should, at least, be made. (1) “ The terms ‘necessary ’ and a priori’

. as applied to statements are not obvious synonyms. There may be a philo-
sophical argument connecting them; but an argument is required, not simply the
observation that the two terms are clearly interchangeable.” Saul Kripke, “ Nam-
ing and Necessitry,” in Semantics of Natural Languages, eds. Donald Davidson
and Gilbert Harman (Dordrecht, Holland: D. Reidel Co., 1972), p. 263. (2)
“ Fallibilism and necessity are perfectly compatible. . . . Fallibilism is a thesis
about our liability to error, and not a thesis about the modal status (possible fals-
ity) of what we believe” Susan Haak, “ Epistemology with a Knowing Subject,”
The Review of Metaphysics 23 (December 1979): 309.

47 Portions of this paper are a result of my participation in a National Endow-
ment for the Humanities Summer Seminar, ““ Leibniz among the Rationalists,” at
the University of Massachusetts, 1981.



CAN MORAL THEOLOGY BE APPROPRIATE?

GO

today. It is the relativism inherent in the inability of

any mainline Moral Theology to dominate the Catholic
scene in a way that provides a basis of consensus against which
the diversity in Moral Theology can be evaluated.

One of the reasons for this relativism is the kind of argu-
mentation used in contemporary Moral Theology. It differs
from the syllogistic reasoning of scholastic Moral Theology.
That type of argumentation sought to be tight, consistent and
irrefutable. As a matter of fact, this was achieved only at the
expense of ignoring the major role that circumstantial (often
social, cultural) elements played in the syllogism constructed
and used by Moral Theology.

3 MAJOR PROBLEM has developed in Moral Theology

II

The current argumentation that functions within Moral
Theology concerns fittingness or appropriateness. The Latin
term convementia aptly suggests this argument because it
means a coming together of various elements or parts. The re-
sult of such a “ coming together,” if it is successful, is a fitting-
ness of the good that has thereby been assembled and har-
monized.

The ultimate reason for any legitimate argument in Moral
Theology depends on the role played by * the good.” The ob-
jective of Moral Theology is to provide guidance in pursuit of
“the good,” whereas attaining “ the right ” thing to do is the
object of law, whether canon or civil. A certain diversity or
complexity characterizes the pursuit of “the good ” that rec-

541
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ommends arguments from fittingness within the enterprise of
Moral Theology.

Indeed, we know from the psychology of human conduct and
behavior that every concrete deed we initiate always has some
aspect of “the good ” which accounts for its appeal to the
perpetrator of such a deed, and which constitutes the ultimate
reason why such a deed could have been done at all, even
should it be evil at the same time. The enterprise of providing
guidelines for the attainment of “ the good ” is complex, and
the task of arguing for one choice rather than another is dif-
ficult, when any choice can always be supported by the pres-
ence of “the good ” in its favor.

I

Here lies the basis of the conflict that is an inevitable part
of Moral Theology. One of the results of this conflict built into
Moral Theology is the debate and disagreement, often sharp
and acerbic, among those proposing their own perception of
the good to be accomplished by the action they are supporting.
Surely there is no more fierce disagreement than that between
those convinced they are on ““the good ” side. This constitutes
a veritable crucifixion for parties to debate in Moral Theology
who know that the adversary is in good faith and is sincerely
convinced. The pain of such encounter often leaves such de-
bates unfinished. The various “ goods ” that invite a decision
are in conflict. Even in the evidently good decision to perform
a kind act, its legitimation must account for the conflict in-
volved in the refusal or omission to do this act of kindness, at
this time, for someone else in need, and the comparison called
for entails a judgment of what is appropriate in the situation.
Finite and limited capacities account for this forced compari-
son of one good with another. The fittingness of choosing one
combination of goods in preference to another can be formu-
lated as a rule justifying my action. This analysis accounts for
the fifteen-year old conflict over birth control within Catholic
Moral Theology that has seen sides argue the merits of the
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good that they pursue, whether associated with the rhythms of
biological fertility, on the one hand, or with the nurturing of
love between the spouses on the other.

v

The argument from fittingness or appropriateness depends
on relationships and comparisons. Charles Curran has as-
signed a prominent role to relationship in Moral Theology, in
an attempt to discover a warrant legitimating a course of ac-
tion because of the presence of multiple aspects of ““ the good.”
(Ct. his Catholic Moral Theology in Dialogue. pp. 28-30; 171-
179) . If these can be organically related to form a harmonious
whole, they constitute an object of action that may be found
to bear comparison with aspects of various goods not being
achieved so as to equal or outweigh these goods. This amounts
to a “ construction ” of the moral object through relating many
goods together, and it represents a major difference from the
scholastic usage of the practical syllogism as it proceeds from
a clear focus on a particular good to bear upon a specific situa-
tion. There is a clear difference between the use of analysis to
isolate the formal object quo as the core good at issue in legiti-
mating an action, and the development of a broad synthesis of
many goods, related into a totality that compares favorably
with a coalition of goods not being achieved in a contemplated
course of action, thereby constituting a fitting and appropriate
object that justifies moral behavior.

The appeal to fittingness and appropriateness is achieved by
proportion, harmony and balance amongst various related
goods. To revert again to the birth control argument, justify-
ing the use of artificial methods entails relating various good
aspects of this activity, such as the children already born, the
spouses and their well-being, world population, health of family
members, including the psychological balance of those involved
and family financial status. These must be compared with the
failure to achieve the finality of the sexual act between the
married partners, and the violation of official teaching of the
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Church’s magisterium. Where a proportionate presence of the
good follows upon the use of artificial methods, a fittingness is
present legitimating a decision to use them. In this way the
conflict over the good that afflicts Moral Theology discussion
gives way to a resolution based on a harmonious relation of
goods that evidences signs of fittingness and appropriateness.

A

The argument for moral legitimacy based on the fittingness
of the good is most readily attained from experience, where the
kind of dialogue needed for legitimation can be instituted be-
tween various combinations of the good confronting behavior.
Experience enables the establishment of relationships among
the goods, and of comparisons in the midst of their conflict.
The more diversified this experience, the more legitimacy the
comparisons enjoy in reaching a moral decision about a course
of action to follow. The validity of this appeal to experience
to explain arguments from fittingness in the procedures of
Moral Theology depends in large part on an understanding of
the genesis of experience in terms of a person’s perspective or
horizon. Perspective constitutes a personal way of appropriat-
ing experience, limited and distinetive though it be, by provid-
ing an avenue toward the surrounding milieu of one’s existence.
A perspective tends to restrict access to some realms of experi-
ence, even while facilitating access to other areas.

VI

Perspective is the intellectual counterpart of the fundamental
option, whose influence on behavior and conduct modern Moral
Theology has come to recognize and acknowledge. The funda-
mental option constitutes the initial foundational response to
the good of life, and perspective corresponds to it as the in-
telligible component of this portion of personal life. Experience
is garnered through perspective and fundamental option in such
a way that a mutual influence develops amongst them. This is
























































































































































































































































































































