FROM EPISTEMOLOGY TO METAPHYSICS

[ )

HAT I HOPE to do in what follows is to sketch
how one might go about constructing a rational,
critical, and in a sense ° scientific’ metaphysics.

It goes without saying that a great many current concep-
tions of ‘metaphysics’ are abusive. On one account, ‘ meta-
physics ° is whatever isn’t science or common sense, where
science and common sense are assumed to be good things. On
another, ‘ metaphysics * consists of an abuse of language which
is brought about by a wrenching of it out of its normal context.
Again, ‘ metaphysics’ is supposed to substitute a bloodless
dance of categories for the spontaneous outflow of religious
feeling, or idolatrcus human constructions for the Word of
God. However, it seems in general much clearer that meta-
physies is to be contemptuously repudiated than exactly what
it is.

A traditional definition of metaphysics is ‘the study of
being qua being’. It is perhaps understandable that many
should complain, when confronted by such a sententious
formula, that such an inquiry is a waste of time, and one had
much better get on with the more fruitful business of pursuing
one of the particular sciences. (Ezra Pound once remarked
that, since the Renaissance, a philosopher had been someone
who was too damned lazy to work in a laboratory; and the
same may be felt to apply @ fortiori to the metaphysician.)
And yet there are problems which do not seem to go away,
however often it is confidently asserted that they have done
so or are about to do so, problems which might be said to be con-
cerned with ‘ being’ or ‘reality * at a very high level of gener-
ality. Those who brush the problems aside may perhaps some-
times be suspected of arbitrarily taking sides on them. For
example, the psychological doctrine known as behaviorism is
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based on the assumption that all talk about thoughts, feelings,
and emotions is in the final analysis reducible to talk about the
behavior of organisms. But it is one thing to allow such an
assumption to dominate one’s work, another to set it clearly,
another still to examine and to justify it. If any examination
of the account of the relation of mind to matter implied by
behaviorism has to be of such generality as to enter the realm
of the ‘ metaphysical ’, it would seem to be still worth carrying
out, unless indeed we are to accept behaviorism quite uncrit-
ically as a dogma. Just the same applies to writing which
assumes the existence of non-existence of a Deity. The fact is
that every passage of speech or writing which exists, and
makes claims as to matters of fact, involves certain assump-
tions about the ultimate constituents of things, and about the
nature and interrelations of appearance, reality, mind, matter,
experience, causality, things, properties, events, space, time,
God, and so on. Let us call each such set of basic assumptions
(including the ones mentioned earlier, that talk about minds
is reducible to talk about the behavior of organisms, that there
is or is not a God) a ‘ metaphysic’. Let us say that ‘ meta-
physics ’ is an attempt to discuss, and to come to well-founded
conclusions on, the question as to whether any such ‘meta-
physic’ is to be preferred, as more closely approximating to
the truth about how things are in the world, to any other.
Empiricism, idealism, materialism, critical realism, and naive
realism, will at this rate each be a ‘metaphysic’; that is to
say, each consists of theses about the existence, nature and in-
terrelations of actual or alleged basic constituents of reality like
those listed above. Any attempt to discuss the rival merits of
any of them, or to defend any one as more appropriate than the
others, will count as ‘ metaphysies’. The arguments by which
Plato, Leibniz, or Hegel established their conclusions about
the ultimate nature of things evidently count as ‘ metaphysics’
according to our conception; and this does seem in conformity
with ordinary usage. Perhaps it is obvious that one such
‘metaphysic’ (say, materialism) is to be preferred to the rest;



FROM EPISTEMOLOGY TO METAPHYSICS 207

or at least that another such (say, idealism) should be re-
pudiated; but it would be as well all the same to have the
reasons for this spelled out, just in case they turned out to be
prejudices. So many things which have seemed to go without
saying, like the geocentric cosmology, have turned out to be
wrong. And the notion of ‘absolute rest’ seemed obviously
applicable and unproblematic to most people, until Einstein
showed otherwise.

¢ Metaphysics’, as 1 have already mentioned, is often abu-
sively contrasted with science. But what is it, it may reason-
ably be asked, except the acclaim of persons who are well placed
socially, that makes science science, as opposed, say, to opinion
or speculation? What is the essence of science, and on what
articulate basis is it to be distinguished from what is not
science? Science, it would commonly be claimed, is constituted
by a method which makes its statements liable to approach
the truth about the world. What is this method, and why do
those who use it tend to approximate to the truth about
things? I believe that attention to the ramifications of this
question is a good way of finding the right method for meta-
physics. As Thomas Kuhn asked, in what kind of world
1s scientific inquiry possible? * This question is of too great
a level of generality to be itself scientific, but it does not ap-
pear at least at first sight to be either senseless or unimportant.

I do not think that attention to the implications of the pos-
sibility of science in the world leads ineluctably to the crude
metaphysics known as ‘scientism ’. But scientism is, I believe,
a plausible parody of the truth, which is perhaps the reason
why it is as dogmatically accepted by some as it is passionately
rejected by others. Science is the measure of all things’ says
Wilfred Sellars, ¢ of what is that it is, and what is not that it
is not >.2 Now if one means by  science ’ the application of the

1 T. 8. Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (Chicago: Chicago Uni-
versity Press, 1962), 172. ‘ (The) problem—What must the world be like in
order that man may know it:— . . . is as old as science itself, and remains un-
answered.’

2W. C. Sellars, Science, Perception and Reality (London: Routledge and
Kegan Paul, 1963), 173.
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methods of physics, chemistry, and biology exactly as they
are to all phenomena, it seems to me that Sellars’s remark
is certainly false, for reasons which I will give presently. How-
ever, if one means by ‘science’ a generalized employment of
methods exemplified by science at its best, with each type of
case handled in the manner appropriate to it, it seems to me
correct. I will also try to bring out that the application of
such methods, so far from being destructive of anything worth
calling a metaphysic, not only provides a viable approach to
metaphysics, but issues in a metaphysic of a recognizably
traditional kind.

The error of scientism is that it applies uncritically to the
whole of reality a series of conclusions which have been arrived
at by the investigation of one aspect of it, typically the physical
and chemical. How can we know that it ¢s an error? The pat-
tern of argument by which we can know it will be found to be
applicable, interestingly enough, to every erroneous type of
metaphysic. Scientism can be shown to be self-destructive, in
the following way. Why does anyone reasonably believe what
the scientist says about his speciality? He can only do so on
the assumption that the scientist says what he does because
it is reasonable for him to do so. And what does the scientist’s
reasonableness consist in? Tt implies that he has, or at least
that his authorities have, attended to the available evidence
relevant to the subject; that he or they have envisaged a
number of ways of accounting for that evidence; and that he
or they present their conclusions as the ways in which that
evidence may best be accounted for. Let us say that a person
is attentive to the degree that he takes account of evidence;
intelligent so far as he envisages a large rather than a small
range of hypotheses to account for it; reasonable to the extent
that he judges any hypothesis to be true on the basis of the
available evidence. Now, In accordance with scientism, human
behavior, including human expression of opinion, is never
to be accounted for as due to attentiveness, intelligence, and
reasonableness, since these are not and cannot be reduced to
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the laws of physics and chemistry. Therefore it is not really
the case that the physicist or the chemist propounds his theories
because there is good reason for him to do so; or that anyone
accepts their theories for good reason. The scientism which is
often supposed to be a corollary of science, in fact, is destructive
of science.?

Denial that attentiveness, intelligence, and reasonableness
really exist is of course not only destructive of science; it is
also destructive of itself. Suppose someone makes a such a
denial. Has he (or perhaps his authority) attended to the
evidence on the matter? Has he envisaged ways in which that
evidence might be accounted for? Does he make his denial
as the most satisfactory way of accounting for that evidence?
If he has not done all these things, there is no point in listening
to him; what he says is not advanced for good reason. But if
he has, he has used attentiveness, intelligence, and reason-
ableness in support of the judgment that attentiveness, intel-
ligence and reasonableness do not exist. But is the emphasis
on these mental activities as constitutive of science at all sub-
versive of the results of science? Not at all. On the contrary,
it encourages submission to the opinions of scientists within
their speciality, as they will be more likely than anyone else
to have attended to the relevant evidence, and to have can-
vassed the widest range of possible explanations; and hence
they will be best placed to make the correct judgments about
the aspects of the world with which they are concerned. But
it is one thing to have faith in scientists with respect to
matters within their expertise; quite another to put up with
deliverances on the overall nature of things put out by them-
selves or others on the basis of their work.

Someone might perhaps say (though he would be less likely
to say it now than he would a few decades ago) that logic and
experience alone are enough for science.* But, as has been clear

3 Cf. B. J. F. Lonergan, Method in Theology (Iondon: Darton, Longman and
Todd, 1972), 16-17.
4 Cf. J. Monod, Chance and Necessity (London: Collins, 1972), 154.



210 HUGO MEYNELL

since the work of Hume,® there is no valid logical inference from
any series of particular observations to a generalisation; and
a fortiort, there is none to an explanatory hypothesis. A range
of observations may well be adequate grounds for supposing
that a white dwarf star may exist at a certain point in space;
but the hypothesis cannot be strictly inferred from the obser-
vations. And what applies to the exercise of intelligence applies
also to that of reasonableness. I cannot logically infer any
observation statement from typical judgments of theoretical
science. Presumably the relevant observations support the
view that neutrinos exist against rival suppositions; but I can-
not directly infer the relevant observations from the judgment
that there are neutrinos, or vice versa. Logic enormously
facilitates the exercise of intelligence and reasonableness, but it
cannot replace them in the discovery of what is so.

In expounding the work of W.V.O. Quine, Alex Orenstein
says in effect that what commits us to a metaphysic (Quine
would say an ‘ontology’) is ‘our most literal referential
uses of language, our sciences. Hence the question of which
ontology we accept must be dealt with in terms of the role
an ontology plays in a scientific world view’.® It will be seen
from what I have said that a dangerous ambiguity lurks in
this statement. What is presented as a ‘ scientific world view’
ought to make room not only for the objects actually described
and explained at any time by scientists, but for the activity and
achievement of scientists themselves; however, it very often
does not. In particular, a general account of things which
dismisses, in the name of science, all talk of inquiry, framing
of hypotheses, marshalling of evidence, and so on, as mere
‘mentalism ’°, replaceable without remainder by a more ° scien-
tific’ way of talking, should be rejected out of hand.

One common objection to this kind of ‘ mentalism ’ is that it
must lead to Cartesian dualism, with minds cut off from each

3 An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, Section 1V, Part II,
8 A. Orenstein, Willard Van Orman Quine (Boston: Twayne Publishers,
1977), 52-3.
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other and from extra-mental reality apart from the special
grace of God. Now the implied metaphysic is Cartesian to the
extent that it involves the possession by persons of properties,
and their entering into relations, which cannot be analysed
exhaustively in physical terms. But this by no means implies
that persons are cut off from knowledge of the real world or
of each other. For the real world is nothing other than what
one tends to get to know by the exercise of attentiveness, in-
telligence, and reasonableness. The notion that ‘ reality > could
be utterly outside the range of our knowledge, in the manner
of Kant’s ‘ things in themselves ’, merely makes nonsense of our
conception of ‘reality’. We learn the meaning of the term
‘real’ (here is a useful leaf to be taken from the book of the
linguistic philosophers) by contrast with expressions like
‘merely apparent’ and ‘unreal’, in the context of making
judgments over-hastily or on insufficient evidence, and sub-
sequently revising these judgments.

Husserl remarked that Descartes was on the track of dis-
coveries still more important than those which he actually
made. If the sketch I have given of the foundations of knowl-
edge is correct, then Descartes was largely right. He was by
no means misguided, in spite of what has been claimed by so
many recent philosophers, in searching for a reliable basis for
our knowledge of the world; he was also right in finding this
basis in facts supposal of the contradictory of which was self-
destructive, like doubt that one is a doubter. However, he
was wrong in thinking that the existence and veracity of God
had to be proved before we could be confident of our ability
to know the world by use of our intellectual and rational
powers. God, his argument runs, as a perfect being, will not
be such a cad as to allow Descartes to be deceived if Descartes
exerts himself as far as possible to achieve clear and distinct
ideas on every matter about which he inquires. But the under-
lying supposition, that the real world might somehow be other
than what we tend to get to know by intelligent and reasonable
investigation of evidence, is not really a coherent one. (I think
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that Descartes is right in seeing some connection between our
ability to know about a real external world and the reasonable-
ness of belief in God; but that is another matter.)” The way
to the correct view on the matter is to attend first to the self-de-
structiveness of the theisis that true judgments are impossible,
and that one does not tend to make them by the envisagement
and testing of hypotheses in relation to experience; and second
to the fact that the real world is and can be nothing other than
what true judgments are about. Certainly, T can on the basis
of evidence make true judgments about myself; but, just as
certainly, I can on the basis of evidence make true judgments
about what is other than myself. There is, I suppose, a sense
(emphasized by Locke with his talk about ‘secondary quali-
ties’) in which my sensations are internal to myself, in my
ears or eyes or skin or (perhaps more strictly) in the relevant
parts of my brain. It seems to me that it is the assimilation of
judgment to sensation which has given rise to the Cartesian
bogey that one might be solitary in the universe. As the object
of my own judgment and that of others, I am and am as I am
as distinct from other persons and things.

The real world is not, at this rate, in spite of the claims or
the assumptions of empiricists, merely what we perceive or
might perceive; it is what we tend intelligently to conceive
and reasonably to affirm on the basis of experience. The so-
called ‘problem of other minds’, a typical artifact of em-
piricism, is simply dissolved once one has grasped this prin-
ciple. I cannot see or hear what you are thinking and feeling.
On the other hand, T can come up with various suppositions
as to what you may be thinking or feeling; and confirm one or
other as more likely to be so than the rest, by attention to your
noises and gestures. Operationism in physics may be seen to
be based on just the same error as behaviorism in psychology.
The fact that I cannot see or smell a neutron by no means
implies that I may not form the hypothesis that such a particle

71 have tried to argue this at length in The Inteligible Universe: A Cos-
mological Argument (London: Macmillan, 1982).
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exists, and propound the judgment that it does so as the best
explanation of a range of phenomena connected with bubble-
chambers and so forth. Similarly, the fact that I cannot per-
ceive any person or event of the remote past does not imply
that T cannot have knowledge of such persons or events; since
that such a person acted in a certain way, or that such an
event took place, may account better than any rival supposi-
tion for evidence available in the present.

Something should be said about the role of questioning in
this account of knowledge. Though Plato and Aristotle were
both very interested in questioning, the subject has been com-
paratively neglected by later philosophers. (Among the
moderns, R. G. Collingwood is a conspicuous exception.) One
comes by a hypothesis or hypotheses as a consequence of
asking, with respect in typical cases to evidence available to
one’s senses, - What may this be?’, or * Why may this be so?’
The final step in coming to know consists in getting an answer
to the next question which arises, with respect to any hy-
pothesis one has excogitated, ‘ Is that so?’ It will be seen that
what I have called ‘ intelligence ’ is a matter of skill in asking
and answering the first kind of question, what I have called
‘reasonableness’ the same with respect to the second. It is
characteristic of the second type of question, as opposed to
the first, that it can be answered ‘Yes’ or ‘No’. I cannot
answer ‘ Yes’ or ‘No’ to the question,  What is the normal
temperature of human beings on the Fahrenheit scale?’; but
I can to the question ‘Is the normal temperature of human
beings on the Fahrenheit scale 9847’ T cannot answer ‘ Yes’
or ‘No’ to the question * Why, when T pass an electric current
through water, does the level of the water slowly go down,
and colourless and odourless gases appear at the terminals?’
But I can answer ‘ Yes’ or ‘ No’ to the question ‘ Does water
consist of hydrogen and oxygen?’

How are these epistemological principles to be applied to
metaphysics, and how is a metaphysic to be derived from
them? The main thing to be borne in mind is that the right
metaphysic is the obverse of the right epistemology; if this is
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the way in which one comes to know, that cannot but be the
fundamental nature and structure of what thus comes to be
known, or is to be known. The varieties of defective meta-
physic on the market are all due to a relative emphasis on
one or two of the three mental faculties essentially involved
in coming to know at the expense of the rest. The naive realist
assumes, as Bernard Lonergan has expressed it, that ‘ what
is obvious in knowing is what knowing obviously is’; ®* before
you have taken a look, you have to make do with fantasies,
hunches, or theorizing, but once you have taken a look you
can just brush these mental constructions aside. This may seem
to do very well for some common-sense examples of knowl-
edge; before I take a look, I may suppose that the cat is or
is not in the furnace room; but once I have taken a look, I
know that she is or is not. But this certainly will not do for
knowledge in history or theoretical science, or indeed for knowl-
edge of the thoughts and feelings of other persons, since 1
cannot take a look at Robert the Bruce, or a black hole, or
your toothache or musings on the demerits of my paper. The
idealist notices what is wrong with naive realism, and is im-
pressed by the amount of mental construction involved in our
knowledge of things. But he infers from this that what naive
and critical realists both think of as the real and objective
world is nothing but a construction by the human mind. How-
ever, if the naive realist and the empiricist exaggerate the
role of experience in knowing, the idealist exaggerates the role
of constructive intelligence; both neglect the role of judgment
and of the exercise of ‘reasonableness’. The critical realist
agrees with the naive realist so far as he is convinced that what
we get at by our mental constructions exists and is as it is
largely prior to and independently of our mental constructions;
but he takes the idealist’s point that mental constructions are
involved in getting at it. You do not make advances in knowl-
edge in the manner of Kepler, Darwin or Einstein just by piling

8 B. J. F. Lonergan, Insight: A Study of Human Understending (London:
Longmans, Green and Co., 1957), 416. The account of metaphysics given here
is largely based on Lonergan’s thought.
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up observations. But that does not entail that such great
men made up their (and our) world by their brilliant intellec-
tual constructions.

To which traditional brands of metaphysic does what I have
called critical realism most closely correspond? The first
Western philosopher to envisage ultimate reality as an intel-
ligible somehow lying behind the sensible was Plato. Remark-
ably, he affirmed the importance of mathematics for appre-
hending that intelligible reality, a very long time before it
became a cliché that mathematics is the language of science.
The next important step was taken by Aristotle, who saw that
one got to know this intelligible reality, ‘ things in their causes’
as he put it, by dint of putting questions to experience.” He
also distinguished, though only in passing, the two types of
questions which I mentioned. Now whatever was made of
Aristotle and his influence at the time of the Renaissance—
when he was the pretext, as Bacon complained, for the sub-
stitution of ‘ agitation of wit’ for the detailed investigation of
phenomena—science has remained, and must remain in order
to be itself, a basically Aristotelian activity. After all, it can
only yield an increase in knowledge of the real world so far
as it asks the two types of question we have distinguished in
relation to an ever-widening range of phenomena. The next
important step was taken by Thomas Aquinas. On his view,
there are two aspects of reality, each one corresponding to one
of the two types of question, ‘what’-ness and °that ’-ness,
essence and existence. ‘ One might suggest that scientists will
find the philosophy they seek’, or perhaps rather ought to
seek, ‘ by reflecting on their method and through its structure
arriving at the corresponding, isomorphic epistemology and

metaphysics ’;*° and this seems to turn out, in broad lines, to

9 Aristotle, Posterior Analytics, 11, 2.

10B. J. F. Lonergan, Isomorphism of Thomist and Scientific Thought:
(Collection [London: Darton, Longman and Todd, 1967], 151). Lonergan
remarks shrewdly that the traditional attachment of scientists to a mechanistic
view of reality is in fact due to a confused apprehension of the requirement
that reality should be intelligible.
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be Thomistic Aristotelianism. Observation is related to hy-
pothesis as Thomist matter to form, hypothesis to verification
as Thomist essence to existence.

It is time to look at common objections to the metaphysical
enterprise, in the light of what has been said. Metaphysics, it
is complained, does not investigate the nature and structure of
reality, as it is often claimed to do, since this is done by science.
If the metaphysician protests that his business is to investigate
the whole of reality, while science only investigates a part, then
he ought to do this by compiling an encyclopaedia of the
sciences, which in fact he does not do. If he maintains that
he should not only assemble the results of scientific enquiry,
but integrate them into a world-picture, it is by no means
clear what such a thing would amount to. One possibility
would be the reduction of all other sciences to physics. There
might be difficulties of a philosophical nature in reducing the
mental to the physical, or the organic to the inorganic; but
from that point on the problems would be scientific, so once
again the metaphysician’s supposed special contribution would
be superfluous. Another conception of metaphysics sets it in
competition with the natural sciences, claiming that while they
deal with mere appearances, it deals with the underlying
reality. This may be attractive to those who associate science
with a materialism which they find unpleasant; however, it
does not seem in the last resort intelligible. Certainly appear-
ances may be deceptive; but their deceptiveness is a matter of
their conflict with one another, rather than with something of
another order. ‘ What possible experience could authorize our
making a distinction between appearances as a whole and a
quite different reality?’ Some have sought to cast mystical
experience in this role. But there are no convincing arguments
that such experiences, however impressive they are to those
who enjoy them, yield information about anything more than
their own psychological condition.

11 This paragraph is based on A. J. Ayer, The Central Questions of Philosophy
(London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1973), 1-5.
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On the account I have given, however, it is by no means
the case that the metaphysician has the melancholy choice of
either being an encyclopaedist of the sciences, or carrying out
a physicalist reduction while prepared to deal with a few
residual philosophical problems, or setting up a fruitless rival
intellectual enterprise to science in the name of mysticism or
something else. The sciences, for all their differences, are at
one in advancing as they do by attending to experience, pro-
pounding hypotheses, and judging provisionally as true those
hypotheses best corroborated by experience. The metaphysi-
cian sets out in general terms of what nature and structure the
world must be for this to be possible. It is on the basis of this
that he may construct the world-picture (materialist, idealist,
monist, critical realist, or whatever it may turn out to be) into
which the particular sciences are to be fitted. As to ‘appear-
ance ’ and ‘reality ’, the wise metaphysician will admit that it
is absurd to say that all appearances are deceptive. And yet, if
the account which I have sketched is at all on the right lines,
he will have reason to say that appearances are rather clues
to reality than reality itself; this is because our knowledge is
not achieved merely by attending to appearances, but by in-
vestigating, hypothesizing and judging on the basis of them.
Consequently, the metaphysician does not claim that reality
transcends appearances as a result of some mystical intuition;
he affirms it on the basis of attention to the process of coming
to know. As to the materialism apparently implicit in science,
it is quite correct so far as it amount to the view opposed to
idealism, that there really is a world which we tend to get to
know by scientific investigation; but it is incorrect so far as it
either amounts to naive realism, or self-destructively entails
that the mental operations involved in knowledge are reducible
to physical processes.

It may be held that the most general conceptions in terms of
which we conceive the world do not belong to the world itself,
but are rather imposed upon it by our understanding. This
was in effect Kant’s way of treating the traditional problems
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of metaphysics. In more recent times, what Kant explained
in terms of human understanding has been seen rather in terms
of human language, as was done by Rudolf Carnap. Carnap,
as befitted a logical positivist, regarded himself as a sworn
enemy of metaphysics; and was understandably distressed and
affronted when °‘ontological’ or metaphysical commitments
were attributed to him. ‘I should prefer not to use the word
“ ontology ” for the recognition of entities by the admission of
variables . . . It might be understood as implying that the
decision to use certain kinds of variables must be based on . . .
metaphysical convictions’** In order to cope with the dif-
ficulty, Carnap distinguished between ‘ internal ’ and ‘ external ’
questions about existence.®* For example, within the framework
of talk about things, we can ask the °internal’ question
whether cows exist. The ‘ external > question about the exist-
ence of things would either be metaphysical and therefore mean-
ingless, or a question about whether we were to adopt a certain
form of language. But Quine, in opposition to Carnap, asks
what the fundamental difference is between ordinary predicates
like “1s a cow’ or ‘is odd’, and ones like ‘is a thing’ or ‘is a
number’. He answers that the difference is only a matter of
degree of generality. According to Carnap, ‘ cows’ refers to
cows In a straightforward way, while ‘things’ covertly refer
to the language of things. But Quine finds this arbitrary. Why
could one not just as well say that ‘cows’ makes covert
reference to the language of cows? **

It will be clear from what I have said that I would agree
with Quine against Carnap on this matter. As is by now
notorious, a thoroughgoing empiricism, such as that underlying
Carnap’s position, cannot be made self-consistent (how could
you conceivably test in experience the non-analytic proposition,
that all non-analytic propositions must be capable of being

12 R, Carnap, Meaning and Necessity (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1956), 43; Orenstein, op. cit., 69.

13 Carnap, op. cit., 205-21; Orenstein, op. cit., 70.

14 QOrenstein, loc. cit.
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tested in experience?). But clearly Carnap is right to the
extent that there is some difference of kind here, in that the
existence of cows is a straightforwardly empirical matter in a
way that the existence of things as such is not. One might
put the distinction summarily, from my point of view, by
saying that questions are metaphysical when they relate to
the world as it is by virtue of the very fact that it is knowable,
rather than to how it just happens to be and may be found
to be by investigation of experience. One can in a sense test
propositions alternative to the truth on each matter, but by
appeal to the nature of knowledge as such rather than to
particular items of experience. The manner in which one might
establish the existence of things—rather than saying, for ex-
ample, that they were logical constructions out of sense-data—
is perhaps a good way of illustrating the application of the
method of metaphysics which I have sketched. The real world,
I claimed, is what is to be known in judgments arrived at by
putting questions to experience. Among such judgments, I
find that a certain man called Brian Mulroney is one and the
same as the Prime Minister of Canada in 1986. The more
data I investigate which bear on the subject, the more pos-
sibilities I envisage and test, the more strongly this judgment
tends to be confirmed. On the other hand, one’s supposition
that Ronald Reagan is one and the same as the constitutional
monarch of Great Britain tends not to survive such investiga-
tion. What applies to persons applies also to ordinary physical
objects, ‘things’ in the narrower sense. A sustained course of
inquiry would culminate in the judgment that the block of wood
lying on the table beside the front door of my house is the
same as one removed from an ancient English oak a few
years ago; and that the open yellow pen lying beside me on
this desk is the same as the one my daughter took to school
last week. So it is that judgment divides up the world into
different things each characterised by its own properties and
relations. Just because they (and we) are causally interre-
lated, it does not follow that there is only one real Thing or
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‘ substance’ (as in Spinoza’s system) ; just because things can
be shattered and cut asunder, it does not follow that I and
this pen cannot be genuine things after all (as on Leibniz’s
view) . True, for a thing to be a thing it has to have a degree
of independence of other things, and of indivisibility; but such
requirements do not need to be carried to extremes, to help
to found the reasonable judgment that A is one and the same
thing as B (as the morning star is one and the same thing as
the evening star), or another thing than C (as the morning
star is another thing than the planet Mars). And if reason-
able judgment is the criterion of reality, and not experience as
such, there is no ground for the radical empiricist view that
things and persons are subjective constructions out of sense-
data.

Aristotle has often been blamed for reading the structure of
language, and in particular of the subject-predicate proposi-
tion, into the world. Yet if the real is known in judgments,
and judgments are typically expressed in subject-predicate
propositions, one might say that it is a large part of Aristotle’s
genius that he saw that this was precisely what one had to do.

Many philosophers have contrasted metaphysics with anal-
ysis. But it seems a consequence of what I have said that every
analysis presupposes a metaphysic. Suppose, for example, that,
following David Hume,' one ‘ analyses’ the relation of cause
and effect in terms of constant conjunction between sense-data.
The whole activity seems to presuppose that sense-data are
real, whereas relations of cause and effect are unreal, or at
least less real. No wonder that, as W. H. Walsh remarks, ‘ few
self-styled analysts have contrived to stick to pure analysis
without the open or covert advocacy of a metaphysical point
of view ’ ¢

Karl Popper has expressed himself as more in sympathy with
metaphysics than were the logical positivists, or indeed most

15 Hnquiry, Section VII, Part II.
18 W, H. Walsh, “ Metaphysics, Nature of’ (Bncyclopaedia of Philosophy,
Vol. 5; London: Collier-Macmillan, 1967, 301).
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modern philosophers. As he sees it, the role of metaphysics is
to propose somewhat nebulous theories which may later be
cast in a testable, falsifiable form, and so become scientific.'
I agree with Popper that it is very important that persons
should speculate in the way that he mentions, and indeed
that much metaphysics has been thus useful. However, 1
maintain that the sort of aims which I have described have
been more central to metaphysics as it has traditionally been
understood. And, in fact, it may well be argued that the right
metaphysic as I have sketched it amounts virtually to a mak-
ing explicit of the overall view of the nature of things implicit
in Popper’s own thought. Popper is well-known for his in-
sistence that investigators should be very fertile in hypotheses,
and stringently attempt to falsify each hypothesis in con-
frontation with the empirical evidence.”* What is this but the
demand for the utmost attentiveness, intelligence and reason-
ableness, together with the conviction that only thus can the
truth about things come to be known? And I have already
argued that these principles issue in a metaphysic of a very
traditional stamp.

I have tried to show that metaphysics is not only a possible
but a very important activity; that the arguments against it
can be refuted, and the prejudices against it ought to be
dispelled.

Huco MEYNELL
The University of Calgary,
Calgary, Alberta

17 K. R. Popper, Objective Knowledge (London: Oxford University Pr'ess,
1972), 28-9, 38, 40, 96, 196, 203-4, 323.
18 JBid., 12-14, 20, 38-9, 196-7, etc.



ESSE AS THE TARGET OF JUDGMENT
IN RAHNER AND AQUINAS

GRO

NE OF THE commanding currents of thought in
Catholic circles since the Second Vatican Council has
been Transcendental Thomism. Though its propo-

nents differ among themselves, it is safe to say that the common
inspiration is that Thomistic metaphysical conclusions can be
arrived at through a Kantian-style transcendental method. The
emphasis is on the knower’s conditions of knowing, not upon
the known.

Karl Rahner was a significant figure in this movement. Rah-
ner’s popularity is undoubtedly connected with his ability co-
gently to work out attractive theological positions from his
version of Transcendental Thomism. In any case, his theology
does have this basis. It is a basis that receives extensive elabo-
ration in Rahner’s Spirit in the World. This article critically
investigates that basis. My conclusion is that Spurit in the
World contains a massive misconstrual of the esse grasped in
judgment. This is no esoteric point of Thomistic exegesis. A
correct appreciation of the esse targeted in judgment shows that
no necessity for making a transcendental turn exists. As will
be noted, such a turn, at least in Rahner’s case, ineluctably
leads to a curtailment of metaphysics. Kant is not defeated
at his own game.

I

The heart of Rahner’s philosophy is his understanding of
abstraction. Representative descriptions of this understanding
are the following. Speaking of the function of the agent intel-
lect, Rahner says,

We must therefore ask how the agent intellect is to be under-
stood so that it can know the form as limited, confined, and thus

222
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of itself embracing further possibilities in itself, as bordering upon
a broader field of possibilities. Obviously this is possible only
if, antecedent to and in addition to apprehending the individual
form, the agent intellect comprehends of itself the whole field of
these possibilities and thus, in the sensibly concretized form, ex-
periences the concreteness as limitation of these possibilities,
whereby it knows the form itself as able to be multiplied in this
field. This transcending apprehension of further possibilities,
through which the form possessed in a concretion in sensibility is
apprehended as limited and so is abstracted, we call “pre-appre-
hension.”?

The agent intellect grasps the universal because it pre-appre-
hends the form so that the form’s apparent limitation in the
sensible thing reveals the form’s in itself universality. Again,

The intellect abstracts the forms given in concretion in sensibility
insofar as it knows their limitation produced by the already
realized synthesis of sensibility, and it does this by the fact that
in apprehending them, it comprehends the breadth of their pos-
sibilities in a pre-apprehension.?

Finally,

Therefore the form must be known as limited by the “this”
whose form it is; only then can it be known that it is “broader”
in itself and so able to be related to other “ this’s,” and then for
the first time can it appear as ontologically different from matter,
from its supposit, and as universal in itself.?

I understand Rahner to be saying this. To grasp a form as
universal we must first apprehend it as limited in the indi-
vidual. Seen as limited in the individual, we realize that in
itself it is universal. But we see the individual as a limited
instance of the form only because we have first pre-apprehended
the form itself. Against this pre-apprehension, the individual
appears as an instance of the form.

For example, conscious of this thing as a dog, I realize that
“dog ” is limited here but in itself is broader. My awareness

1 Karl Rahner, Spirit in the World, translated by William Dych (New York:
Herder and Herder, 1968), p. 142.

2 Ibid., p. 146.

8 Ibid., p. 140.
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of this as an instance of dog generates the awareness that of
itself dog outstrips this instance. But this key awareness of the
instance is itself generated by a pre-apprehension of dog in itself.
Because of the pre-apprehension, I realize the limiting of dog
here in Fido.

The crucial factor in this understanding of abstraction is
the pre-apprehension. Unless the pre-apprehension remains ob-
jective and correct, the objectivity and correctness of all sub-
sequent awareness is threatened.

Such is Rahner’s basic model for the abstractive process.
To the model he adds two iInnovative moves. First, before any
abstraction of the thing’s form, the thing must be set up in
consciousness as a being. Without this setting up, abstraction
of the form cannot be accomplished.* There would be nothing
to abstract from. On Rahner’s model of abstraction, this appre-
hension of the thing as a being implies a pre-apprehension of
esse. As Rahner remarks.

In the individual judgment, an esse is ascribed to (or at least
implicitly affirmed of) the object of the judgment designated

by the subject, which does not necessarily belong precisely to this
object alone, but is in itself broader, universal and unlimited.®

This is argued for in the following manner.

The natures, both essential and accidental, that come to-
gether in a thing are said to be real not in virtue of each having
its own esse. For this would mean “. .. there would be just as
many real things as there are determinations, and not a single
real thing.” * Rather,

. . . the one esse which bestows reality upon the essence and its

accidents must have the intrinsic freedom and infinity to bestow
reality as much upon one quiddity as upon another.’

Again, natures are not recognized to be real by an esse belong-
ing properly to each. They are called real in reference to a

4 Ibid., pp. 170-1. Also Karl Rahner, *“ Aquinas: The Nature of Truth,”
Continuum, 2 (1964), pp. 67, 68, 70.

5 Rahner, Spirit, p. 171.

8 Loc. cit.

7 Ibid., p. 172,
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universal esse that is not properly the esse of any one nature.
For Rahner a nature is a being through an extrinsic reference
to a universal esse.

This universal and non-proper esse is expanded to trans-
categorical proportions.

So the esse of an individual being appears first of all at least as
the intrinsie, sustaining ground of all the determinations which
can possibly belong to the existent in question. But it is also
in itself the fullness of all possible determinations absolutely. For
in every judgment it is the same to-be-in-itself that is pre-appre-

hended.?
Hence:

From this it also follows that the universality of esse in itself is
of a transcategorical kind. For it is the one ground of all cate-
gorical determinations.?

All categories appear as real in reference to this one universal
esse.

Finally, the scope of this universal esse is claimed to be
absolutely infinite, i.e., as without any intrinsic finiteness.
Otherwise, esse would be apprehended in the light of nothing
and so nothing would be made something. An absurdity.*

It is worth repeating that a form appears as a reality, a being,
because it is placed in juxtaposition to a universal and non-
proper esse. This esse is not a principle in the thing. In fact,
for Rahner, things of experience are concretions of an individual
plus a universal.'* Any talk of the thing’s esse reduces to the
above thing being in reality.’> At best, the thing’s esse is a
state of the thing, not a unique intrinsic principle.*®

8 Ibid., p. 177.

9 Ibid., p. 178.

10 Ibid., pp. 184-5.

11 Ibid., pp. 126-7.

12 Jbid., pp. 125 and 163.

12 On the Suarezian character of Spirit in the World, see Denis J. M. Bradley,
“ Rahner’s Spirit in the World: Aquinas or Hegel? ” The Thomist, 41 (1977),
pp- 180-3. Cornelio Fabro remarks, “Il n’est done pas douteux que l'esse
désigne ici [in Spirit in the World] la réalité des concrets existants: il est
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Interestingly, Rahner describes that universal and non-proper
esse in reference to which a form appears real in these terms:
“the original unity of the possible objects ” and “ the totality
of the objects.”** So much is esse something extrinsic to the
thing that absolute esse is used to judge the thing itself. Abso-
lute esse is not used to judge the thing’s esse understood as a
unique principle in the thing.

All the above leads to understanding judgment in these
terms:

Rather, the judgment which ascribes certain quidditative deter-
minations to something which exists in itself, to the exclusion of
other possible determinations, is implicitly and precisely a judg-
ment that esse does not belong in all its fullness to this thing which
exists in itself.?®

Thus, every judgment is precisely a critique of the object, an
evaluation of the measure of esse which belongs to what is judged.®

The Thomistic tenet that judgment bears upon esse is inter-
preted in this vein. Esse is absolute esse, the totality of objects.
In this judgmental light an object or thing comes across as a
being. It appears as an instance of esse. Rahner is holding
true to his model of the abstractive process.

Rahner’s second innovative move upon his model of abstrac-
tion 1s this. The agent intellect’s pre-apprehension of absolute
esse is given a transcendental and aprior: twist,

But in the intellectually known, an apriori element which spirit
brings with it from itself is known simultaneously (the light of
the agent intellect is seen), and this is the condition of every
objective knowledge. It is not known unless it is illuminated by
light. This apriori element of all knowledge is therefore not
an innate idea, since it is only known simultaneously as the con-
dition of the possibility of the intellectual apprehension of what
‘Pesse in actu’, en-soi comme synthése réelle en acte de la multiplicité des
déterminations formelles.” Quoted by Bradley at ft. 64.

14 Rahner, Spirit, p. 185.

15 Ibid., p. 178,

16 Ibid., p. 179. See also, pp. 206-7.
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is given sensibly—mamely then, when it exercises a “formal”
function in respect to the material of sensibility . . 7

The pre-apprehension of esse is the intellect’s own. Far from
being drawn from objects of experience, it is constituitive of
them. This apriori twist is not surprising. As mentioned,
things of experience are finite through and through. They are
concretions of an individual plus a universal. Any knowledge
that we have of the infinite must, then, be understood to come
from an apriori source. It could never be drawn from things.*®

To summarize Rahner. The intellect can abstract form, i.e.,
know the form taken from the sensible thing *° only because it
has objectified the thing as “a being.” 'This objectification
occurs thanks to a juxtaposition of the thing against the apriori
background of absolute being. This background is the intel-

17 [Bid., p. 221. Also, “Insofar as [the agent intellect] apprehends this
material of sensibility within its anticipatory dynamism to esse, it ¢ illumines’
this material, . . .” Ibid., p. 225. Actuality of the agent intellect is given the
same interpretation on p. 225. Vd., also Rahner, “ Aquinas: the Nature of
Truth,” p. 67.

18 Joseph Donceel makes the point this way, “I have mentioned above seri-
ous objections which may be raised against any attempt at arriving at God
while starting from creatures. How can we ever hope to pass from the finite
to the infinite, from the relative to the absolute, from the contingent to the
necessary? How can the conclusion be stronger than the premises? How can
we ever hope to bridge the infinite gap between God and the things of our
experience? The fact is that we do not have to bridge it; we do not really
arrive at God. We start with him; we are with him from the beginning. He
is already in our mind when we known our first object, when we make our
affirmation, since only he makes them possible for us.” The Searching Mind,
(Notre Dame: Notre Dame Press, 1979), p. 89. Cf. Rahner, “That, however,
the objects of possible knowledge existing in themselves do not coincide simply
and absolutely with the in-itself of the spatial and temporal world follows
for Thomas . . . only from the fact that the affirmation of a real and yet not
worldly in-itself belongs to the conditions of the possibility of knowing the
real, worldly in-iteelf.” Spirit, p. 165. In this vein Lonergan remarks, “. ..
how is it that we have precisely such an intellectual notion of being that
(1) we can conceive the ens per essentiam and (2) we can pronounce the only
beings that we do know directly to be merely entia per participationem?”
Lonergan’s reply is the affirmation that “our natural intellectual desire to
know was a natural intellectual desire to know being,” “Insight: Preface to a
Discussion,” Proceedings of the American Catholic Philosophical Association,
32 (1958), pp. T4-5.

19 Rahner, Spirit, pp. 122-3.
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lect’s original constitutive contribution to knowing. As a being
the thing can be related to its form, seen as an instance of it,
and finally the form itself can appear as broader, as universal.
This moment completes the abstraction.

II.

What is to be thought of Rahner’s interpretation of Aquinas’s
doctrine of abstraction? T have two comments. First, does not
the interpretation place the doctrine in an intolerable bind? It
seems so. As is evident from the preceding description of ab-
straction, all objective knowledge is mediated by the apriori
dynamism of the human spirit to absolute esse. What appears
appears in function of that. Obviously crucial is some guarantee
of the truthfulness, or objectivity, of this mediating factor.

My concern is easily understood by a consideration of an
analogous situation. An object’s precise length becomes ap-
parent when the object is placed up and against a measure.
In that relation, it appears as so many inches long. Yet if the
measure itself is crooked or inaccurate, the apparent length will
be other than the real length. Crucial is a knowledge of the
correctness of the measure. Without the correctness of the
measure established, any measuring is pointless. Likewise,
Rahner’s apriori is the measure that we bring to the objects of
sensation. Its usefulness is dependent upon our ability to know
its inherent correctness.

Rahner and other Transcendental Thomists are aware of and
sensitive to this concern. The move made to address it has
been generally referred to as retorsion*® In sum, retorsion

20 See Joseph Donceel, “ Transcendental Thomism,” The Monist, 58 (1974),
pp. 81-3. Donceel remarks, “We have no intuition of our basic certitudes.
"We do not see that or why they are true. We do not see that or why some
of our knowledge is absolutely certain, that or why every event has a cause,
that or why the Illimited Being exists. But we cannot not affirm it” (p. 83).
See also his translation of Emerich Coreth’s, Metaphysics (New York: Herder
and Herder, 1968), pp. 8-10; Bernard Lonergan, “ Metaphysics as Horizon,”
ibid., pp. 200-1. This approach to first principles can be contrasted with Robert
Henle’s, *“ The principle [of contradiction] is, in fact, merely a recognition of
the necessity of being in a given act of existence.” Method in Metaphysics
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attempts to establish something as true by illustrating that
the attempt to deny it only affirms it. Here is Rahner,

. . . man necessarily and implicitly affirms these metaphysical
principles; and he would, in his thought, commit an offense against
the principle of contradiction (since this is a formal law of
thought), if he were to deny or doubt explicitly the ontological
laws of being implicitly afirmed. Human evidence of metaphys-
ical principles is not based ultimately then on an identity of
concepts as such, conceived on the basis of evidence . . . but
rather on the evidence of the formal logical contradiction between
one’s implicit affirmation and explicit negation of the value of
those principles.?*

Whatever may be the value of retorsion in other contexts, in
the present context one has good reason to wonder if it per-
forms its assigned task. Retorsion may be bringing out only
ways we have to think as distinet from ways reality is. Re-
torsion is just what you would expect if the projection were
merely an apriori one and not objective at all. But trans-
cendental Thomists would say, “ Any attempt to question the
framework only employs the framework.” To which again the
reply is, “Just what you would expect if the framework is
merely apriori! ” Objectivity remains the nagging issue.”
This difficulty is no mean one. If Kant is not transcended,
are not the praeambulae fidei non-existent? It seems so.*

{Milwaukee: Marquette University Press, 1980), p. 56. Joseph Owens, says the
same, An Flementary Christian Metaphysics (Milwaukee: Bruce, 1963), pp.
269-71.

21 Rahner, “ Aquinas: The Nature of Truth,” p. 69.

22 Kant seems to be using retorsion for the subjectivity of space and time
in Prolegomena to Any Futurc Metaphysics, paras. 10-11.

23 Tn his “ Seeking Foundations for Faith,” The Thomist, 45 (1981), pp.
223-4, William Hill finds an “aura of voluntarism” in both Lonergan and
Rahner. For the voluntarism in Hans Kiing, see his Does God Exist?, trans-
lated by Edward Quinn (New York: Vintage Books, 1981), pp. 427-77. Also
Richard McBrien in Catholicism (Minneapolis: Winston Press, 1980), I, pp.
187-8, mentions the consistency between his approach and Kiing’s. Both Kiing
and McBrien confuse demonsirating a creator and demonstrating the identity
of it with the actual God of Christian Revelation. As a result both perceive
a threat from reason to the act of faith. But one can admit the first and not
the second, leaving plenty of room for a personal faith choice.
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And the case has been made that transcendental method is also
incapable of allowing any real ethical obligation.**

It is precisely at this point that the question of whether
Rahner understands Aquinas correctly becomes relevant. This
question bring me to my second comment. My opinion is that
Rahner misunderstands Aquinas. In sum, for Aquinas a thing
1s called a being not by a judgmental extrinsic reference of the
thing to absolute esse, but a judgmental grasp of the esse in-
trinsic to the thing. It is a being because it is grasped in judg-
ment as a habens esse. No appeal to an apriori of the intel-
lect is necessary. Moreover, as grasped in judgment this esse
is revealed as accidental and prior to the thing it actuates. The
esse must, then, be dependent and ultimately upon esse sub-
sistens. Far from threatening our knowledge of God, this * em-
piricism ” seems to provide the mind with “ the sole direct path
leading us to the throne of God.” ** What is emerging as crucial
is the exact nature of the esse grasped in judgment? Is it ab-
solute esse in reference to which things appear as beings, or
is it an intrinsic principle of each thing making the thing a
being in the sense of habens esse? A look at Aquinas seems
apropos.

1I1.

Aquinas first sets out his understanding of the grasp of esse
in his commentary on the Sentences of Peter Lombard. The
text could be translated as follows:

24 Henry Veatch remarks, . . . when it is a case of our moral obligations—
obligations which in the very nature of the case often go counter to our desires
and inclinations and place serious restrictions upon our choices—would we
be willing to settle for any appearance of obligation (as contrasted with its
reality), however persistent, pervasive, and ineluctable the appearance might
be? In short, appearances may suffice well enough in our case, but hardly in
the other, where our very interests and desires and wills are at stake.” For an
Ontology of Morals (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1971), p. 93.
Veatch’s discussion of ““ good ” as a supervenient property shows that he is not
insensitive to how one thing can appear in the light of another; see pp. 105-10.
It is just that the interpretative context must have a realist basis and not
be given a transcendental twist.

25 Words of Louis-Marie Régis quoted by Joseph Owens, An Interpretation
of Ewistence (Milwaukee: Bruce, 1968), p. 9.
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There is a two-fold operation of the intellect. One of these is
called by some the “ imaginatio intellectus.” In the third book of
his De Anima, the Philosopher names it the understanding of in-
divisibles (éntelligentiam indivisibilium). It consists in the ap-
prehension of the simple quiddity. By another this operation is
called by the name “ formatio.” The other of these [operations]
is what they call “ fidem,” which consists in the composition or
division of the proposition. The first operation looks on the
quiddity of the thing; the second looks upon its being (esse).?®

To the contemporary reader the text is undoubtedly enigmatic.
What does Aquinas mean when he says that there is an opera-
tion of the intellect that has the esse of the thing as its object?
A good way to proceed may be to follow the order of the text.
What is the other operation that consists in the apprehension of
the simple quiddity?

In the early 1250’s when writing his commentary on the
Sentences, Aquinas also wrote a brief metaphysical treatise
entitled De Ente et Essentia. There Aquinas extensively de-
scribes a way of considering what he calls essence that leaves
out the essence’s esse. Earlier in this work, Aquinas equated
the terms “ essence ” and “ quiddity.” " Hence, it appears that
a study of this description will furnish us with an understanding
of the operation that “looks upon the quiddity of thing.”

The topic of the De Ente text is the absolute consideration
of the essence:

. a nature or essence can be considered in two ways. First,
absolutely, according to its proper meaning. In this sense nothing
is true of it except what belongs to it as such; whatever else
may be attributed to it, the attribution is false. For example,
to man as man belong ‘rational’, ‘ animal’, and everything else
included in his definition; but ‘ white’ or ‘black’, or any similar
attribute not included in the notion of humanity, does not belong
to man as man. If someone should ask, then, whether such a
nature understood in this way can be one or many, we should
reply that it is neither, because both are outside the concept of
humanity, and it can happen to be both. If plurality belonged

26 In I Sent., d. 19, q. 5, a. 1, ad Tm.
27 De Ente, ch. 1, n. 4.
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to its concept, it could never be one, though it is one when present
in Socrates. So, too, if oneness belonged to its concept, the nature
of Socrates and of Plato would be identical, and it could not be
multiplied in many individuals.?®

Our De Ente text gives a procedure by which to attain the
absolute consideration of the essence. In this consideration
we are interested only in what is true of the essence as such.
Hence, to man as man belong “ rational ” and “ animal,” but
not “ white ” or “black.” What is this saying? Evidently the
starting point of the procedure is a number of composite in-
stances. One instance may be characterized as rational, animal,
and white; the other instance as rational, animal, and black.
Contemplating these instances, the intellect forms an under-
standing of man as such, viz., a rational animal. Why are the
features of black and white placed aside? The last lines of our
text give the answer. As I understand them, their concern is
whether any definite number is part and parcel of the mean-
ing of “man.” The text answers no. The argument is that if
“man ” included in its meaning being six, then any one man
would be six men. An absurdity. Likewise, if “man ” included
in its meaning being one, then every man would be identical
with every other. Hence, any definite number is not part and
parcel of what “ man ” means. White and black are put aside
for the same reasons. In this way the meaning of “rational
animal ” is lifted out of the mentioned composite instances as
a case of an essence absolutely considered. White and black
are left behind. In sum, the operation of the intellect that
grasps the quiddily, or essence, grasps the commonality per-
vading a number of composite instances.

This procedure provides the rationale for Aquinas calling
the quiddity “simple ” and for Aristotle referring to it as an
“indivisible.” Insofar as the intellect is grasping the com-
monality pervading a number of composite instances, it is
attaining one element in each of the composites, the common

28 De Ente, ch. 3, n. 2; Maurer trans., On Being and Essence (Toronto:
Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval Studies, 1968), p. 46.
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element. The grasped quiddity is a simple in relation to the
initial composite that also includes non-common features as its
other parts. For instance, “rational animal ” is seen as the
simple quiddity in Socrates and Plato who also include, as non-
common features, different heights, weights, complexions, etc.
Note that the grasped quiddity may itself be composite, e.g.,
“rational animal.” This does not infringe upon its being called
“simple,” for, again, it is called simple in relation to the
original composite instances in which it is grasped. It is not
necessarily called simple in relation to itself.

The procedure of absolute consideration of the essence is
then applied to the existence (esse) the essence is noticed to
have. The result is that the essence absolutely considered does
not include any existence (esse).

This nature has a twofold being: one in individual things and
the other in the soul, and accidents follow upon the nature be-
cause of both beings. In individuals, moreover, the nature has
a multiple being corresponding to the diversity of individuals;
but none of these beings belongs to the nature from the first
point of view, that is to say, when it is considered absolutely.
It is false to say that the essence of man as such has being in
this individual: if it belonged to man as such to be in this in-
dividual it would never exist outside the individual. On the
other hand, if it belonged to man as man not to exist in this in-
dividual, human nature would never exist in it. It is true to say,
however, that it does not belong to man as man to exist in this
or that individual or in the soul. So it is clear that the nature
of man, considered absolutely, abstracts from every being . . .2®

Note again the apparent starting point—a number of composite
instances. In this case, the parts are man and the various
existences man is seen to have. “Man” is grasped as really
existing in Tom, Dick, and Harry. “ Man ” is grasped as cog-
nitionally existing in a reflection upon my thinking about it.
Same thing, two existences. Aquinas claims that none of these
existences can belong to man as such. He makes his point, as
he did when employing the procedure earlier, by showing the

29 De Ente, ch. 3, n. 4; Maurer trans., p. 47.
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absurdity of the opposite opinion. The absurdity is drawn as
follows. Assume that “ to exist in Tom ” is part and parcel of
the meaning of “ man,” then man would be found nowhere else.
This existence now held to be proper to man would rivet man
to that instance. There would be no other men. The same
absurdity can be produced if any existence proper to man as
such is admitted. In each case, the evident multiple instances
of the nature would be denied.

The only conclusion is that to man as such there belongs no
existence. Just as the absolute consideration of man as such
was seen to leave out particularities in its instances, e.g., white,
black, one or many, so too it is seen to leave out the existences
of those instances. Hence, as Aquinas says elsewhere in the
De Ente: “ Now, every essence or quiddity can be understood
without knowing anything about its being. I can know, for
instance, what a man or a phoenix is and still be ignorant
whether it has being in reality.”® Aquinas is evidently speak-
ing about the absolute consideration of the essence. Absolute
consideration of the essence seems to be the nature of that in-
tellectual operation that has as its object the simple quiddities
of things. In the object of such an activity, no existence for the
object can be read off.

Before returning to the Sentences text and the other intel-
lectual operation spoken of, one clarifying note. Some find it
difficult to distinguish between accidents, like white and black,
and existence. In other words, the meaning of “ man ™ joined
with the accident white and innumerable others, say tall, hand-
some, witty, etc., is the existing man. The existence of
man means the addition of certain accidents to man as such.
Aquinas’s further speaking of an abstraction from existence in
absolute consideration is, then, a redundancy. But, in reply,
is man as such with certain accidents an existing man? Is to
add the accidents to move into the realm of existence? Is a
particular thing an existing thing? To ask these questions is
to begin to see their answers. There are many things conceived

30 De Ente, ch. 4, n. 6; Maurer trans., p. 55.
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down to their smallest detail that do not yet exist. For ex-
ample, a tunnel under the English Channel. The object of
thought can, then, be brought down to the level of accidents
and still not be an existent. In other words, there can be an ab-
solute consideration of a particular, a consideration of it as such,
from which it is perceived as existentially neutral. Aquinas’s
argument can be run not only with man as such but with John
as such. The individual named John is observed to exist in
reality and in my cognition. Neither existence, nor any for
that matter, can belong to John as such without riveting John
to just that existence and preventing him from existing other-
wise. In this fashion the individual can be considered as essence
or quiddity.*

One finds Aquinas talking about an absolute consideration of
the individual when he speaks of the world, or any created
thing, as possible before it exists. This is the absolutely possi-
ble. It is determined by the compatibility of the rationes of
the terms. Here the rationes are some created thing and its
esse.®* Likewise, Aquinas clearly uses the phrase * possible
esse et non esse” to designate an absolute consideration of the
individual generable and corruptible thing vis-a-vis its esse.®

Such then is what Aquinas understands by the intellect’s
first operation.

IV.

The second operation that grasps the esse of the quiddity was
described as consisting in the composition or division of the

31 “We can say ‘ Socrates is an esgence’ .. .” De Ente, ch. 2, n. 13. The
nature of abstraction is described in these terms: “ But if one thing does not
depend on another with regard to what constitutes the intelligibility of the
nature, then the intellect can abstract the one from the other so as to know
it without the other.” In de Trin., V, 3¢c; Maurer trans., The Division and
Metods of the Sciences (Toronto: Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval Studies,
1963), p. 30. There is no attempt to identify abstraction with the leaving out
of designated matter, though this is an example of abstraction.

32 For the texts, see my ‘“ Making Sense of the Tertia Via,” The New
Scholasticism, 54 (1980), p. 492. Also, 8.T. I, 25, 3e.

33 Ibid., pp. 503-4.
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proposition. This description sounds strange. Propositions may
express the existence of something, e.g., “ Socrates est.” But
does simply formulating a proposition grasp the existence being
expressed? Obviously not. Daily experience gives us many
propositions the truth of which is not evident. There appears
to be more to the second operation than is meant here.

The richness of the second operation is brought out by a
study of its presentation in Aquinas’s mature work, Summa
Theologiae. The text I have in mind is the following:

The human intellect must of necessity understand by composition
and division. For since the intellect passes from potentiality to
act, it has a likeness to generable things, which do not attain to
perfection all at once but acquire it by degrees. In the same
way, the human intellect does not acquire perfect knowledge of
a thing by the first apprehension; but it first apprehends some-
thing of the thing, such as its quiddity, which is the first and
proper object of the intellect; and then it understands the prop-
erties, accidents, and various dispositions affecting the essence.

Thus, it necessarily relates one thing with another by composi-
tion or division .

First, the above text clearly parallels the texts from the com-
mentary on the Sentences. Here the object of the first activity
is referred to as quiddity. Also, this first activity is what
Aquinas means by the intellect’s abstraction, but abstraction
is absolute consideration at 85, 1, ad 1m. Finally, according
to the Summa text the object of the intellect’s composition is
the accidents of the quiddity. But Aquinas does consider esse
an accident.®

Second, what help does the Summa text provide in under-
standing the second operation of the intellect? Most im-
portantly, the article makes us understand that the compos-

34 §.7. I, 85, 5¢; as translated by Anton Pegis, The Basic Writings of St.
Thomas Aquinas {New York: Random House, 1945), T, p. 823.

85 For the texts see Joseph Owens, “ The Accidental and Essential Character
of Being in the Doctrine of St. Thomas Aquinas,” edited by John R. Catan
in St. Thomas Aquinas on the Existence of God: Collected Papers of Joseph
Owens (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1980), pp. 63-66.
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ing in this second operation is more than the composing of a
proposition. According to the sed contra:

Words signify the conceptions of the intellect, as the Philosopher
says. But in words we find composition and division, as appears
in affirmative and negative propositions (proposttionibus). There-
fore the intellect acts by composition and division. (Pegis trans.)

Evidently the composition of the proposition indicates another
and more fundamental composing activity. What is this more
basic composing activity?

In the body of the article, the composing of the second activ-
ity is said to bear upon the accidents of the quiddity. These
are found in the singular thing. At S.T. I, 86, l¢, Aquinas
discusses how the intellect knows singular things. He says,

Hence our intellect knows directly only universals. But in-
directly, however, and as it were by a kind of reflexion (quasi
per quandam reflexionem), it can know the singular, because, as
we have said above (84, 7), even after abstracting the intelligible
species, the intellect, in order to understand actually, needs to
turn to the phantasms in which it understands the species . . .
(Pegis trans.)

This text makes clear the composing activity of the intellect.
The composing is the intellect’s reintegrating of its awareness
of the quiddity with its awareness of the individual. The in-
tellect can always perform this act of reintegrating because
abstraction must always begin with the phantasm. As a result
of this composing, the object of our awareness is now no longer
just the quiddity, but the quiddity-in-the-individual. This is
a complex object of consciousness. Hence, it can only be ex-
pressed in the complex way of a proposition. It is no surprise,
then, that interpreting this composing of the intellect in terms
of the above reflexion, Aquinas says that so the intellect “. . .
forms the proposition Socrates is a man.”

Though the above text is speaking of reintegrating the uni-
versal with the particular, there is no reason why it cannot
be extended to reintegrating the individual with its existence.
Remember the individual can be made an object of the in-



238 JOHN F. X. KNASAS

tellect’s first activity; it can be absolutely considered. All that
is required is that it be placed in a multiple that includes its
real existence and cognitional existence.

The intellect’s second operation of composing is evidently
like a “rebounding ” of one’s attention back off the common-
ality to the particular instances in which it was spied. In the
first operation there is a narrowing of one’s attention upon the
commonality, upon the one in the many. It is not for nothing
that this first operation is also called intellectus.*® For we are
going, attentively speaking, into the data, leaving other things
behind. In the second act of the mind, our attention regains
its original perspective but without the loss of what it had
spied in its first act. The intellectual movement might be com-
pared to the visual movement in which one first looks at a
crowd, picks out a familiar face in that crowd, then finally
brings the crowd back into his attention all the while hold-
ing on to the discerned friend.

Evidently, also, the description of the second operation of
the intellect as a “ composing ” is ambiguous. The composing
of the intellect has two meanings. It can refer either to the
composing of propositions or to the composing of that complex
act of consciousness marked by an awareness of the common-
ality in the individual. Though these composings are different,
they are related. The second is the basis for the first. Aquinas
also labels the intellect’s composing of propositions a judgment,
At De Veritate I, 3¢, Aquinas remarks:

Moreover, the intellect judges about the thing it has apprehende'd
at the moment when it says that something is or is not. This
is the role of “ the intellect composing and dividing.”

The intellect’s activity of judging is its activity of composing
and dividing. The noted ambiguity of the latter should carry
over to the former. “ Judging ” will be ambiguous. On the one
hand, to judge will mean to compose propositions; on the other
hand, to judge will be to reflectively compose one’s awareness

3¢ De Ver, 1, 12 and XV, 1.
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of the object of the intellect’s first operation with one’s aware-
ness of the starting point of that awareness.*

These considerations enable us to understand existents as
composites of thing, or essence, and existence (esse). How so?
If in judgment one returns to what has been left behind in the
intellect’s first operation, then one now realizes that that start-
ing point is a composite of the commonality and particularities
left behind in the first operation.

Here is an example using the approach of the De Ente. The
instances with which one starts out are: John really existing
and that object cognitionally existing. One is an object of sen-
sation, the other an object of reflection upon our thinking.
This multiplicity is delivered over to the intellect for the ex-
ercise of its two-fold operation.

The first operation commences and the individual that is
John is picked out as the commonality. There is quite a nar-
rowing of attention here. Consciousness “ zooms” or focuses
in on only the commonality in the original multiplicity. To
do that certain aspects of the multiplicity must be left behind.
These aspects are the particularities found back in the originally
given instances. In the case of the above example, the par-
ticularities are John’s real and cognitional existences. Grasped
in the object of the intellect’s first operation, John is under-
stood as bereft of any existence. As such, John can be char-
acterized as existentially neutral.

There follows the intellect’s second operation of judging.
One’s attention “rebounds” off the object of the first opera-
tion to the original instances. But now what had been left out
in the first operation 1s distinctly picked up. What had been
given originally as a seamless whole in instance one is recog-

»

37 Owens has noted the ambiguity of “judgment,” “ . . ‘judgment’ has
two meanings that require careful distinction. In one meaning it is the dynamic
intellective act by which synthesizing existence is being grasped. In the other
meaning, it is the static, frozen representation of that action’s cognitional
form.” “Judgment and Truth in Aquinas,” in Catan, op. cit., p. 47. Also,
“ Accordingly, ¢judgment, in its technical sense of knowing existence, is a
different activity from the constructing of propositions.” Interpretation, p. 22.
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nized to be a composite. In the judgmental viewing of instance
one the situation is no longer described smoothly as “ really
existing John,” but as “ John with real existence.” A distinc-
tion of parts becomes evident. The object goes from glossy
to grainy. Likewise for instance two. In the activity of judg-
ment things appear as composites of themselves and their
existence.

Such a judgmental consideration of the existent individual
is behind the formation of those logically anomalous one-term
propositions spoken of by Gilson.** These propositions are
existential ones, e.g., “ John exists.” They are logically strange
because they do not fit the standard logical form of attributing
a concept to a subject, e.g., “ John is a man.” Yet from the
viewpoint of judgment, existential, one-term propositions fill
the bill. They perfectly express what one sees as going on,
viz., the composition of an individual with its own unique esse.
In fact with this existential function of the verb “to be” in
mind, its copulative uses become understandable. The latter
express the judgmentally grasped existential synthesizing of
the individual with its essential or accidental natures.*

Yet what Aquinas calls the thing’s esse does not merely come
across as distinet in judgment. In judgment the proper rela-
tion of esse to the thing is also spied. This most important
point is just “read off ” in the object of the activity of judg-
ment. In sum, the thing’s esse is not only grasped as distinct
from the thing but as most precious for the thing. What is
meant by this?

Since the thing has already been grasped in the first opera-
tion as existentially neutral, the thing’s esse as picked up
within the activity of judgment reveals itself as that apart from

38 Being and Some Philosophers (Toronto: The Pontifical Institute of
Mediaeval Studies, 1961), pp. 190-201. For a survey of the issue, see Ambrose
McNichol, “ On Judging Existence,” The Thomist, 43 (1979), pp. 507-80.

39 “ The ‘verb ‘to be’ is used as a copula because all judgments of attribu-
tion which are true or intend to be true aim to affirm or to deny a certain
way of being. In short, is has correctly been chosen as a copula because all
judgments of attribution are meant to say how a certain thing actually 4s.”
Gilson, Being, p. 200. See also Owens, Interpretation, pp. 32-6.
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which the thing is nothing. Any actuality that the thing has
is owing to its esse.*

Moreover, because it is the thing’s very actuality, esse is
most basic and fundamental for the thing. As Owens remarks,
esse is the axis and core around which the thing revolves.*
Likewise Aquinas. In the thing, esse is what is innermost (magis
intimum) and most deeply set (profundius)** The thing
should not be understood as in some sense “ already there”
with its esse, real or cognitional, coming to rest upon it. Rather,
as picked up in judgment, the relation is just the opposite.
Esse is first and the thing subsequent.** The priority here is
not a temporal one. As the very act of a thing, esse cannot be
there without understanding the thing to * blossom around ”
the esse as soon as the esse is posited. Hence, in his The Chris-
tian Philosophy of St. Thomas A quinas, Gilson remarks: “ Each
essence is set up by an act-of-being which it is not and which
includes it as its own determination [in French ed., auto-
détermination].” **

How does this understanding of the esse grasped in judg-
ment compare to Rahner’s? Obviously, Aquinas regards this
esse as the esse of each thing. It is radically diverse ** and is
the very actuality of the thing, most profound and deeply set
in the thing. The esse originally grasped in judgment is not
Rahner’s universal and non-proper esse in reference to which
a thing is called a being. Rather, esse is truly “had” by the
thing so that as a being the thing is a habens esse.

From a number of acts of judgment a richer multiple can be
set up in cognition upon which the intellect’s first operation
can once again go to work. Since each instance of this multiple

40 De Pot. VII, 2, ad 9m and 8.7. 1, 4, 1, ad 3m.

41 Interpretation, p. T1.

42 8.7T.1, 8, lc.

43 For texts on the priority of esse, see Joseph Owens, “ The Starting Point
of the Prima Via,” in Catan, op. cit., p. 279, ft. 49.

44 The Christian Philosophy of St. Thomas Aquines (New York: Random
House, 1956), p. 36.

45 For texts, see Owens, “ Diversity and Community of Being in St. Thomas
Aquinas,” in Catan, op. cit., pp. 97-99.
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is set up by an act of judgment, each instance will be coming
across as a thing plus its esse. The one in many will be the
notion of ens. It is already analogical because esse, which is
its distinguishing note, is analogically realized in each thing.*®

In light of this notion each instance of the multiple is seen
as a being, an existent. This apprehension has nothing apriori
about it. Everything proceeds from really existing things.
Things are not intellectually grasped as beings in the light
of an apriori dynamism to absolute esse. Rather, this happens
in the light of a notion of ens formulated from the grasp of esse
in things.

Rahnerians would undoubtedly remark that at this point the
notion of ens of which T am speaking is still material. Its mean-
ing is ““ existent body.” Hence, I have failed to secure, first, the
subject of metaphysics * and, second, a sufficient starting point
for demonstrating an infinite First Cause.*®

In reply to the first point. A case can be made that Aquinas’s
delineation of the subject of metaphysics, ens qua ens or ens
commune, as what can exist in matter but need not, was in
large measure only an historical necessity.” In brief, the de-

46 On this conceptualizing of the object of judgment, see Jacques Maritain,
Approaches sans Enitraves (Paris: Fayard, 1973), pp. 264-5. Hence, when
Aquinas says that ““Being (ens) falls first (primo) in the conceptualizing
of the intellect ” (S.7. I, 5, 2¢ and In I Sent., d. 8, q. 1, a. 3, Solut.), the
sense of primo is not a temporal one but one of intelligible rank. “ Ens” or
“ habens esse” is the underlying conception of everything grasped through
the the intellect’s two-fold activity. TFinally, Owens has gone over the
Thomistic texts leading to the judgment of truth and concluded: * [The
cognitive activity’s] structure comes from the thing known, and not from
any apriori in the intellect. In the cognitional order, consequently, the human
intellect is something purely potential. In the real order it is a power of
the soul, a faculty, and accordingly something actual. But from the view-
point of providing anything in the constitution of its object, it is but a potency
to be actuated by what comes from the existent thing before it.” “Judgment
of Truth” in Catan, op. cit., p. 51. In Aristotle the apprehension of the umi-
versal always seems to be a post-apprehension, see Meta., I, 1, 981a 5-7 and
4 Po., 11, 19 ff.

47 On the difficulty, see Rahner, Spirit, pp. 190-1.

48 Supra fin. 18.

49 On the historical necessity that I speak of, see Owens, “ Aquinas as
Aristotelian Commentator,” in Catan, op. cit., pp. 4-12. For a full-length dis-
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lineation was required at the time to achieve verbal agreement
with Aristotle’s understanding of the subject. For Aristotle
the subject of metaphysics is a multiplicity of purely formal
beings. In a Christian context this would mean that the divine
itself is studied by philosophy and not theology. To safeguard
the autonomy of theology, the phraseology describing the sub-
ject matter of Aristotelian metaphysics was given a different
interpretation. The phraseology was: what is separate from
matter both in meaning and existence. Borrowing a move from
Avicenna, Aquinas made the words refer to ens commune, Im-
material beings, like God, are still considered in metaphysics
but only insofar as they are causally related to its subject
matter.

Today no need exists to achieve verbal agreement with Aris-
totle. The judgmental grasp of the esse of sensible things sets
up a distinctive enough view point to start metaphysics.

Apart from this reply, the judgmental approach to ens pre-
sented here can easily be supplemented by reasoning from
natural philosophy for immaterial beings. With this knowledge
of the immaterial, a judgment of separation can be made on
ens. In this way ens is proportioned to ens commune as that
expression denominates the subject of metaphysics in the texts
of Aquinas.® To be noted is that still no need exists for an
apriort to establish metaphysics.

cussion, see my “Immateriality and Metaphysics,” forthcoming in the 1987
volume of Angelicum.

50 On the need of argumentation from natural philosophy, see Vincent Smith,
“The Prime Mover: Physical and Metaphysical Considerations,” The Pro-
ceedings of the American Catholic Philosophical Association, 28 (1954), pp.
90-3; Thomas C. O’Brien, Metaphysics and the Existence of God (Washington:
The Thomist Press, 1960), pp. 160-2; James A. Weisheipl, “ The Relationship
of Medieval Natural Philosophy to Modern Secience: The Contribution of
Thomas Aquinas to its Understanding,” Manuscripta, 20 (1976), p. 194. In
his “ A Note on the Approach to Thomistic Metaphysics,” The New Scholas-
ticism, 28 (1954), pp. 468-72, Joseph Owens points out, however, that to grasp
existential act, esse, the natural philosophy approach to Thomistic metaphysics
needs the judgment approach. TIndeed, this seems true. Smith, op. cif., pp.
91-3, claims that the notions of essence and existence are crafted to solve
the problems of the one and the many among immaterial beings. Yet the
Aristotelian notion of form is sufficient of itself to explain ifs multiplicity:
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In reply to the second point. Owens shows that as grasped
in judgment esse is not a thing. Hence, it is not originally
manifested as either finite or infinite.®* Rather, esse is an
analogous instance of what itself is infinite. As the accidental
and prior actuality of the thing, esse is ultimately dependent
upon a subsistent instance of existence. As subsistent, existence
is pure existence; hence, infinite in the sense of universally
perfect.”

In conclusion, according to the interpretation of this article,
Aquinas does everything Transcendental Thomists desire but
without running the risk of the restrictions of transcendental
method. In Rahner, at any rate, there seems to be a massive
ignorance of esse as the intrinsic act of the thing.®® This under-

“The Aristotelian form, moreover, of its very nature denotes difference, and
therefore intelligible content. The form of anything is most properly expressed
by its ultimate difference. Consequently, the form does not require anything
else to differentiate it. Difference of forms, either in the material or the
immaterial order, nowhere appears as a problem in Aristotle.” Joseph Owens,
The Doctrine of Being in the Aristotelian Metaphysics (Toronto: Pontifical
Institute of Mediaeval Studies, 1963). pp. 458-9. O’Brien, op. cit.,, p. 160,
appears to claim that reasoning from natural philosophy not only demon-
strates the immaterial but also gives the distinction between essence and
existence that sets up ens: “ Negatively, this is the understanding that to be
is not mnecessarily to be material and changeable. The occasion for such a
realization is the discovery that there are beings, existent things, that exist,
and are not material.” The problem that I find in O’Brien’s position is this,
If esse is not distinctly appreciated before the demonstration of the imma-
terial, then how does such a demonstration say anything about esse? Does not
the demonstration show only that our concept of substance is not identical with
body? Tt seems so. In contrast to-O’Briem, it is worth noting that Aquinas
lists ens along with substance at De Trin. V, 3c. But our initial grasp of sub-
stance dos not wait upon a demonstration of the immaterial. Likewise for
ens. Finally, that the subject of metaphysics is not secured through a natural
philosophy demonstration of God, see John Wippel, “ Metaphysics and Sepo-
ratio according to Thomas Aquinas,’ Review of Metaphysics, 31 (1978),
Pp. 446-468,

51 “ Tmmobility and Existence for Aquinas,” in Catan, op. cit., pp. 211-217.

52 For a sketch of the reasoning for subsistent existence from the acei-
dentality and priority of existence, see Interpretation, pp. 77-85. On the uni-
versal perfection of subsistent existence, see ibid., pp. 92-3.

53 For a survey of different appreciations of esse among 20th century
Thomists, see Helen James John, “ The Emergence of the Act of Existing in
Recent Thomism,” International Philosophical Quarterly, 2 (1963), pp. 595-
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standing of esse has been patiently worked through in a line
of thinkers that stretches from Gilson, Maritain, to Owens. It
has the advantages of being both Thomistic ** and philosophi-
cally cogent. On the Thomistic spectrum many points exist.
Besides the transcendental and existential interpretations
spoken of here, interpretations show-casing natural philosophy
and Aquinas’s notion of participation are found.”® Neverthe-
less, for those interpretations focusing upon the judgment of
esse, the time seems appropriate for a dialogue.

JorN F. X. Knasas
University of St. Thomas,
Houston, Texas

620. One Transcendental Thomist who is sensitive to Aquinas’s doctrine of
actus essendi is Bernard Lonergan. See his ¢ Insight: Preface to a Discussion,”
pp. 79-81. Yet for Lonergan there is no intuition of concrete, actual existence.
Rather, we know “being” contains existential act by a reflection upon our
activity of questioning: * But, then, what can be the origin of the notion of
existence, if neither semse nor understanding suffices? I think that, if you
will go back over the process just deseribed, you will see that the notion of
existence emerged with the question whether the particularized concept, this
thing, was anything more than a mere object of thought. In other words,
just as existence is the act of being, so the notion of existence is the erown-
ing component in the notion of being. But the notion of being is our desire
to know, our desire to ask questions. The crowning question is the question
for reflection, en sit? Is it so?” (p. 80). As I understand Lonergan, our
questioning is propelled by the notion of being implicit in the intellect’s
natural desire. (p. 75) But that questioning peaks out in existential ques-
tions. Hence, reality must include existential act. Obviously, this approach
to actus essendi makes sense only if the cobjectivity of the notion of being
is assured. Like other Transcendental Thomists, Lonergan appeals to retorsion
here; see John Haught, Religion and Self-Acceptance (New York: Paulist
Press, 1976), pp. 134-141. But as I mentioned, as used by Transcendental
Thomists, retorsion has difficulties transcending Kant’s strictures on meta-
physics.

5¢ T cannot agree with Gerald McCool’s claims that the 20th century switch
to a post-Cartesian subjective starting point in Thomistic epistemology and
metaphysies is the “ outcome of the historical rediscovery and systematic
development of the genuine possibilities of the Angelic Doctor’s own thoughts,”
Catholic Theology in the Nineteenth Century (New York: The Seabury Press,
1977) p. 235.

55 For the natural philosophy approach, see Smith and O’Brien references
in ft. 50. For the participationist approach, see Cornelio Fabro, “ The In-
trinsic Hermeneuties of Thomistic Philosophy: The Notion of Participation,”
The Review of Metaphysics, 27 (1974), 449-91.



THE INSCRUTABILITY OF
MORAL EVIL IN KANT

[ U]

(& HENCE COMETH EVIL?” Late in his career,
Immanuel Kant would turn his attention to this
perennial question with an elaborate account of

“radical evil ” in Religion within the Limits of Reason Alone.
His discussion produced consternation among his admirers,
such as Goethe, and continues to produce puzzlement among
his commentators. Among the chief difficulties facing the
modern-day interpreter has been the welter of complex ter-
minology tossed up by Kant’s attempts to tame his topic.
The Kant specialist can justifiably suppose that if only he
or she could un-scramble the terminology, grasp the intended
interconnections among the terms, and set the discussion within
the context of the entire critical philosophy, the result would
be a reasonably clear view of Kant’s theory of the nature and
source of moral evil.

There is of course some justification to this vaguely masochis-
tic approach to the matter, yet such an approach, 1 fear, leads
inevitably to frustration. This is because, despite all the ap-
pearances to the contrary, Kant never really explains moral
evil in the discussion of radical evil in Religion. To be sure,
he offers a definition of what moral evil is, by the terms of his
philosophy. Nevertheless, he never really accounts for evil,
nor does he offer anything remotely approaching an answer
to my opening question. The deepest part of Kant’s analysis
is not a response to that question, but a link between moral
evil and human freedom, and this link is utterly inexplicable,
for the same reason that freedom itself is, for Kant, ultimately
inexplicable.

Thus, by this reading of the theory of radical evil, we are not
finally led to comprehend Kant’s view of evil. Instead, we are

246



THE INSCRUTABILITY OF MORAL EVIL IN KANT 247

reminded of the contingent nature of the exercise of freedom,
the unfathomable quality of the process of character-building,
and, finally, the sheer inscrutability of moral evil itself. Kant
is theorizing about human nature in a way that gradually dis-
closes the futility of domesticating this topic conceptually or
rationally. This point is worth stressing, partly because of
certain stereotypes that persist regarding the things Kant’s
philosophy supposedly renders in rational form. And, obvi-
ously, the point can be stressed in the present context by pur-
suing further the notion that moral evil is, for Kant, inscrutable.

The inscrutability of moral evil does not pop into view all
at once, for Kant’s discussion in Religion is set in the con-
text of a complex account of the structure of the will, the
nature of the incentives capable of determining the will, and
the issue of freedom. Consequently, in what follows I shall
attempt to trace the Kantian line of thought lying behind his
agnosticism regarding the source of moral evil.

.

For Kant, moral evil resides in a maxim.* A maxim is for him a
special kind of principle, one which guides or informs action—
in effect, a “practical principle.” The very idea of a maxim
is a key element in Kant’s efforts to determine how reason can
be practical. Discourse about maxims is Kant’s way of account-
ing for those practical principles by which we actually do act,
instead of only those principles by which we ought ideally to
act.? In effect, a maxim is the guiding principle that I could
state to myself were I to reflect upon the overall policy deter-
mining a given act (“T should enrich myself by whatever

<

1 Kant, Die Religion innerhalb der Grenzen der blossen Vernunft, ed. W.
Weischedel (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1978), p. 6*7. English trans-
lation, Religion within the Limits of Reason Alone, trans. Theodore M. Greene
and Hoyt H. Hudson (New York: Harper and Row, 1960), p. 17. Hereafter
referred to as Religion, followed by page numbers in both Weischedel and
Greene/Hudson, with all translations taken from the latter.

2 Kant, Foundations of the Metaphysics of Morals. trans. Lewis White
Beeck, (New York: Bobbs-Merrill, 1950), pp. 17 n.1, 38 n.9.
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means possible,” “ T should at all times tell the truth ). This
distinction between guiding principles by which we actually
do act, and those by which we ought ideally to act, arises
because Kant understands a person’s maxim necessarily to be
subjectively valid (it really s that person’s practical principle)
even though it may or may not be objectively valid (embody-
ing the requirements of the categorical imperative). A maxim
is thus a subjective determining ground of the will, and its
relation to the objective demands of the moral law determines
the maxim’s morality.

Despite Kant’s familiar insistence that the morality of an act
should not be judged by its end products or results, it is im-
portant to notice the sense in which the language of ends re-
mains relevant to his conception of a2 maxim. For, as Kant
flatly tells us in The Metaphysics of Morals, “ every maxim
contains an end.” ®* The relevant sense of “end” here is of
course not the material result of a given act, but the goal
or “good” that is served or honored by this maxim—be it
personal enrichment, respect for the truth, or something else.
The maxim embodies the end, and the capacity to fashion
maxims (whether moral or immoral) is what keeps us from
being creatures of sheer whim or perpetual childlike spontaneity.

Obviously, the notion of a maxim is a major component in
Kant’s general account of the will. This is because the will,
for him, is the faculty that acts according to a conception of
law in its efforts to bring about certain ends* and, as we have
just seen, every maxim contains an end. In effect, maxims
articulate the ends determining the will in its successive acts.
The “ will can be appraised as good or evil only by means of
its maxims,” Kant tells us’ A morally good will is reflected
through maxims that contain the moral law as their end. In
such cases, that which is already objectively valid (the moral

3Kant, The Doctrine of Virtue (Part II of The Metaphysics of Morals),
trans. Mary J. Gregor (New York: Harper and Row, 1964), p. 56.

4 Lewis White Beck, A Commentary on Kant’s Critique of Practical Reason
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1960), p. 38.

5 Religion p. 676, p. 24.
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law) is made subjectively valid through the production of a
maxim: I make the moral law my personal practical principle.
The condition of the possibility of the production of a moral
maxim is thus the agent’s capacity for respect for the moral
law. This capacity reveals the important fact that the moral
law can in fact serve as an incentive in the agent’s free pro-
duction of maxims.

Alternatively, a genuine free agent may choose to produce
maxims containing some end other than the moral law. When
this happens, the maxims do not cease to be subjectively valid
(they still really are our practical principles), but they do
cease to be objectively valid (which is to say, they are im-
moral maxims). In such cases, the agent has succumbed to
sensuous inclination, or the law of self-love, as his or her in-
centive. It is in this context that it is correct to say that moral
evil resides in a maxim.

In his discussion of radical evil in Religion, Kant deepens
his general account of the problem of freedom and maxim-
making by denying that some maxims simply have a morally
good content while others have a content that is evil. The
moral character of a maxim, Kant tells us, is not a matter of
content at all, but of form. This claim represents a deepening
of his position, not in the sense of a change or alteration, but
in the sense of a reinforcement of the central putative insight
of the Foundations of the Metaphysics of Morals and the
Critique of Practical Reason—namely, the insight that the
morality of an act is determined by the form, and not the
content, of our willing. This insight, after all, is what accounts
for the purely formal nature of Kant’s categorical imperative.
Kant’s position had already been succinctly expressed in the
Critique of Practical Reason:

If a rational being can think of its maxims as practical universal
laws, he can do so only by considering them as principles which
contain the determining grounds of the will because of their form
and not because of their matter.®

¢ Kant, Critique of Practical Reason, trans. Lewis White Beck (New York:
Bobhbs-Merrill, 1956), p. 26.
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The account in Religion examines the formal structure
of volition with a particular concern for the incentives inform-
ing a given maxim. The reason we cannot simply sort maxims
into two camps—those with a moral incentive and those with
an incentive that is sensuous—is that every maxim contains
both moral and sensuous incentives.” This standpoint is in keep-
ing with Kant’s general view of human nature as simultane-
ously rational and finite. Since a rational yet finite being is
always affected by both moral and sensuous incentives—by the
moral law and the law of self-love—any given maxim must
necessarily be a mix of the two types of incentives. We do
not “suspend ” or bracket one set of incentives in the course
of fashioning maxims; to conceive of the maxim-maker as driven
solely by one sort of incentive or the other would be to falsify
our real situation. Consequently, the question of the moral
worth of a given maxim cannot simply be the question of
whether the moral law, or a sensuous impulse, furnishes the
incentive. For to pose the issue this way—in light of the pres-
ence always of both types of incentives—would be to fall into
the contradiction that the same person “ would be at once good
and evil.”

Moral evil, then, must reside not in the content of a given
maxim, but in the form. Kant describes the issue in terms of
the motif of ‘““subordination” (Unterordnung)—that is, in
terms of the question concerning which of the two types of
incentives the moral agent ‘“makes the condition of the
other.”® We can perhaps be a little more precise than Kant
here and say that, whereas the distilled product of moral evil
resides in the form of a maxim, the evil itself is a property
of the act of will that freely subordinates one incentive to an-
other, the moral to the sensuous. That is, moral evil finally
resides not so much in the form of the maxim as in the free act
that creates or makes real that form. Moral evil becomes a
reality in the course of maxim-making.

7 Religion, pp. 684-85, p. 31.
8 Ibid., p. 685, p. 3L.
9 Ibid,
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Evil is thus a kind of free “ doing ” that gets crystallized in
a maxim, and not a static mode of “being ” or a given essence
that is simply given with human nature. The free production of
evil is an act of what Kant calls Willkiir, the faculty of choice
that is subject to both rational and sensuous incentives.'
Evil is not compelled by any aspect of human nature, nor is
it an act of the wholly rational Wille, which (in contrast to
Willkiir) is the source of our respect for the moral law rather
than our actual capacity for agency. If Wille could act, it could
only act out of respect for the moral law. But it cannot act;
it can only provide an imperative of duty to Willkir which,
in turn, can be elect to subordinate this rational incentive to the
sensuous. “ The Will [Wille] itself has no determining ground;
but, insofar as it can determine will [Willkir], it is practical
reason itself.” ** By discriminating in this way between the
aspects of an ultimately unified will, Kant is able to explain
how it is that we remain rational (and thus free and respon-
sible) even when we act immorally. The distinction between
Wille and Willkiir thus enables him, among other things, to
insist that we never become wholly devilish, actively repudiat-
ing the moral law.'*> Immoral acts are not simply the for-
feiture of our freedom, a circumstance that would make it
potentially impossible to attribute immorality to us. More-
over, we cannot conceive of an autonomous will that could will
to give up its autonomy without falling into stark contradic-
tion. In other words, Kant’s depiction of the two aspects of
the will helps him to avoid the trap of only being able to
impute virtue or a brutish, amoral heteronomy to the moral
agent. Even when it is subordinating the moral law to sen-
suous inclination, Willkiir remains subject to the incentive pro-
vided by Wille. Moral evil is not equivalent to the destruction
of the rational capacity.’®

10 Kant, The Metaphysical Hlements of Justice (Part I of The Metaphysics
of Morals), trans. John Ladd (New York: Bobbs-Merrill, 1965), pp. 12-13.

1t Tbid., p. 12.

12 Religion, p. 684, p. 30.

13 Emil Fackenheim’s failure to distinguish between Wille and Willkiir
lies behind his misleading interpretation of the theory of radical evil. Facken-
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S )

This general overview suggests that moral evil for Kant
results from how we freely mobilize and order our natural stock
of human potentialities. It is in connection with the theme of
human potentialities that Kant introduces his vexatious vocab-
ulary of “ predisposition ” (4Anlage) and “ propensity ” (Hang) .
We have an *“ original predisposition to good,” together with a
“ natural propensity to evil,” Kant tells us, and the burden
of the first two Books of Religion is to examine these two
features of human nature and their relationship to one an-
other. Broadly construed, the point of his language is to en-
able Kant to argue that evil arises from what we freely do
with what we are naturally given, rather than from what we
are naturally given taken by itself. Obviously, Kant could not
make any natural human characteristic the root cause of evil,
for evil could then be said to be necessitated by something
given in human nature, severing the connection between moral
evil and freedom of the will. The source of moral evil must be
something for which a rational agent can be held accountable.**
At the same time, the source of moral evil must have an in-
trinsic connection with what is unique to rational beings, in
order to set moral evil off from natural evil (of the sort we
associate, say, with earthquakes, disease, and floods) . Further-
more, any convincing account of moral evil must keep in view
our finite, sensuous nature, taking care not to ascribe to us
the sort of “holy will” that would be immune to natural
human drives and incentives, thereby robbing virtue of its
merit by making it automatic.

heim, “ Kant and Radical Evil,” University of Toronto Quarterly 23 (1953-
54): 339-53. Helpful correctives to Fackenheim’s interpretation include Beck,
Commentary, pp. 176-81, 202-205; and John Silber, ¢ The Ethical Significance
of Kant’s Religion,” in Religion, English trans. pp. xev-cvi, For an account
of the wider historical context of the terms Wille and Willkiir, see Ralf
Meerbote, Wille and Willkiir in Kant’s Theory of Action,” in Moltke Gram
(ed.), Interpreting Kant (lowa City: University of Iowa Press, 1982), pp.
69-84.
14 Religion p. 683, p. 30.
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Thus, Kant must walk a fine line between attributing moral
evil to something naturally given in human nature and attrib-
uting it to some force or capacity utterly irrelevant to basic
human nature. The purpose of the vocabulary of predisposition
and propensity is to enable him to walk this fine line.

The notion of a “ predisposition ” is Kant’s way of talking
about basic human nature as it is prior to any actual exercise
of freedom. We are not “ really ” what we essentially are until
we exercise our freedom; but we are something prior to that
point, and the idea of an original predisposition enables Kant
to map out what that is. Kant specifies three original pre-
dispositions: the predispositions to animality, humanity, and
personality.” These three correspond, roughly, to: physical
“self-love ” (providing for our preservation as a species); a
self-love that is both physical and rational (producing the
inclination “ to acquire worth in the opinion of others”); and
“ the capacity for respect for the moral law ” as a suffiicient
incentive for the will.*®

“ Personality ” is virtually synonymous with what Kant calls
“moral feeling.” " Moral feeling, a product of Wille, repre-
sents a peculiar cross-breeding of the rational and affective
in Kant’s ethical theory. In effect, moral feeling is the form
taken by the moral law when the moral law serves as an in-
centive for Willkiir: the moral law presents itself to a rational
yet finite being in the form of moral feeling.®* Strictly speak-
ing, the moral law taken by itself is never our incentive, for
(as Beck puts it) a “law is just not the sort of thing that can
be an incentive,” ** Instead, the consciousness of the moral law
is our incentive, and this consciousness is mediated to us in

15 Ibid., pp. 672-75, pp. 21-23.

16 Ibid., p. 674, pp. 22-23.

17 Ibid., p. 674, p. 23. On the notion of “moral feeling,” see also Kant’s
Critique of Practical Reason, pp. 76-79.

18 ¢ Respect for the moral law . . . is a feeling produced by an intellectual
cause. . . . This feeling, under the name of moral feeling, is therefore produced
solely by reason.” Oritique of Practical Reason, pp. 76, 79.

19 Beck, Commentary, p. 221.
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the form of moral feeling. Moral feeling is synonymous with
respect for the moral law,* and “ personality,” as we have just
seen, is the capacity for respect for the moral law as a suf-
ficient incentive for determining the will. The predisposition to
personality thus gives us the potential to be truly rational
beings in our moral conduct, while the two other predisposi-
tions are Kant’s ways of giving full eredit to our finite, fallible
side, understood both in strictly sensuous and in social terms.

All three predispositions—and not merely the predisposition
to personality—are good in themselves.”* Kant goes further
even than this and states that natural “ inclinations, considered
in themselves, are good.” ** Again, moral evil is never under-
stood by Kant as sheer sensuousness or sensuous inclinations in
themselves (a position for which he criticizes the Stoics®),
but as the free subordination of the moral law to sensuous in-
clinations. “ Evil could have sprung only from the morally-
evil (not from mere limitations in our nature) ....”* Kant’s
account of the predispositions thus exemplifies his view of our
potentialities as rational yet finite creatures. These potentiali-
ties have very clear limits on both ends of the spectrum, for
Kant specifies that we cannot become purely animal-like
(operating solely by sensuousness) or truly devilish (actively
repudiating the moral law so that it could no longer be an in-
centive) ,” any more that we could reasonably expect ever to
have a genuinely “holy” will (Wille without Willkiir) ** All
three predispositions remain in place, effectively channeling our
potentialities in ways that are roughly fixed.

20 Religion, p. 674, p. 23;Critique of Practical Reason, p. 76.

21 Reltgion, p. 675, p. 23.

22 Ibid., p. 710, p. 51, emphasis Kant’s.

23 Jbid., pp. 709-710, pp. 50-51.

24 Ibid., p. 693, p. 38.

25 Ibid., p. 683, p. 30.

26 On the limits of “moral rebellion” within Kant’s scheme, sce Allen W.
Wood, Kant’s Moral Religion (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1970),
pp- 212-13. Wood disputes the interpretation given this issue by John Silber,
“The Ethical Significance of Kant’s Religion,” p. exxix. See also Sharon
Anderson-Gold, “XKant’s Rejection of Devilishness: The Limits of Human
Volition,” Idealistic Studies XIV (1984): 35-48.
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Goodness or evil are thus the result of what we do with these
potentialities. Though the potentialities are fixed—in the sense
that we cannot be held accountable for them—what we do
with them is not fixed. The original predispositions effectively
constitute the hand we are initially dealt, while what we make
of this hand, or how we play it, depends upon the way we our-
selves introduce the wild card of freedom. The concept of
predispositions enables Kant to exploit the difference between
saying we are “ created for good” (which he endorses) and
saying we are “already actually good” prior to any act of
freedom (which he denies) . Tt is just here that Kant’s notion
of a “propensity ” comes into play. There is considerable con-
fusion over just what he means by this term, produced in
large part no doubt by his tortured basic definition of a pro-
pensity as “the subjective ground of the possibility of an in-
clination.” #* On the whole, Kant seems less interested in elab-
orating a general theory of propensities (along the lines of his
general theory of predispositions) than in utilizing the concept
of a propensity to zero in on one particular “ subjective ground
of the possibility of an inclination.” The particular subjective
ground in question is the one lying behind our general tendency
to deviate from the moral law—this general tendency, rather
than episodic or occasional and disconnected lapses, is what
interests Kant. The entire discussion of radical evil is in fact
directed toward the notion that there is an inevitable pattern
connected with our willing of evil maxims, and the notion of
the propensity is Kant’s way of transcendentally delineating
this pattern without allowing its inevitability to turn into out-
right necessity.

Consequently, we find Kant saying that the “ propensity to
evil must consist in the subjective ground of the possibility
of the deviation of the maxims from the moral law.” * Keeping

27 Religion, p. 694, p. 40, emphasis Kant’s.

28 Jpid., p. 675, p. 23. On the confusion concerning Kant’s meaning, see
especially Wood, Kant’s Moral Religion, pp. 215-17.

29 Religion, p. 676, p. 24.
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in mind the original definition of a propensity as the subjective
ground of the possibility of an inclination, we see that the
crucial aspect of this comment is the way it links up the
problem of moral evil with the Kantian theory of the inclina-
tions. As we have seen, evil consists in the subordination, with-
in a maxim, of the incentive of the moral law to that of sensuous
inclination. We now learn that the idea of a propensity sug-
gests the way in which sensuous inclinations get the upper
hand, so to speak, in the formation of maxims. The propensity
to evil, to be sure, does not explain how or why the subordina-
tion of the moral to the sensuous occurs, but it does account for
the potentiality necessary for there to be moral evil. For Kant’s
theorizing about our original predispositions left a gap in respect
of just this potentiality, due to his insistence that all of our
predispositions are good in themselves. That is to say, the
theory of the predispositions accounts for all of our potential,
except for our potential to produce moral evil.

Even so, propensity to evil is not evil itself any more than
a given predisposition or inclination is evil in and of itself.
Instead, this propensity is the sheer tendency to subordinate
the moral law to sensuous inclination in the fashioning of our
maxims. Whether or not we actually do deviate from the moral
law in this way is not predetermined but depends in each in-
stance upon a discrete act of freedom. As Kant explains, by
the notion of a propensity “ we understand a subjective de-
termining ground of the will which precedes all acts and which,
therefore, is itself not an act.” *® For reasons that—somewhat
surprisingly—stem as much from a survey of empirical data 3
as from a priori reasoning about human nature, Kant clearly
believes that all rational beings do in fact succumb to the

30 Ibid., p. 679, p. 26, emphasis Kant’s. Kant immediately qualifies—and
vastly complicates—this point by distinguishing between two senses of “act ”:
one sense bears on the free choice of one’s subjective ““ disposition;” and the
other bears on the specific acts undertaken in accordance with the underlying
disposition. For an elaboration of the notion of the “disposition,” see my
account below, Part III and IV.

31 Ibid., pp. 680-83, pp. 27-30.
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propensity to evil and deviate from the moral law as a regular
tendency. Invariably—but not necessarily—a capacity for
evil in principle becomes the production of evil in fact. Since
moral evil must ultimately arise out of freedom (instead of
from a fixed human nature), Kant is thus forced to observe
that propensities, unlike predispositions, can be brought upon
ourselves, which can only mean that we have some control over
our inclinations or perhaps even over what inclinations we
actually have.*> Moreover, because Kant thinks that the pro-
pensity to evil is virtually universal (“this propensity can be
considered as belonging universally to mankind . . .” %), he is
finally led to the seemingly paradoxical judgment that ewvil
is both freely elected and “ innate,” ** a view that would appear
to rob either “freedom ” or “innateness” of its point. It is
because of this claim of “a radical innate ewil in human
nature ”’ * that Kant concludes that “man is evil by nature.” *
Yet since he has reached this conclusion through an account
of human potentialities—all of which requires specific acts of
freedom to become actualities—Kant is evidently satisfied that
he has avoided making the phrase, “ evil by nature,” synony-
mous with the phrase, “ evil by necessity.” “ We are account-
able,” Kant tells us, “ for the propensity to evil . ., .”*

—IIT—

The specific locus of moral evil is thus the free act by which
we execute the transition from a set of potentialities to a certain
actuality. This actuality is the form that our free act gives
to maxims that, upon inspection, turn out to be evil maxims. A
moment’s reflection clearly suggests that to appreciate that it
is the form and not the content of a maxim that determines
its moral character is not yet to apprehend how and why we

32 Ibid., p. 676, p. 24.
83 Ibid., p. 676, p. 24.
34 Ibid., pp. 668, 680, 692, pp. 17, 28, 38.
85 Ibid., p. 680, p. 28, emphasis Kant’s.
36 [bid., p. 680, p. 27.
87 Ibid., p. 683, p. 30.
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become morally evil, even given Kant’s comments about the
human propensity to evil. The crucial underlying question
would seem to concern the connection between freedom and
the form of a given maxim. By turning our attention away
from the content of a given maxim to its form, Kant is re-
directing our attention to the autonomous act by which the
moral agent subordinates one sort of incentive to another. Evil,
like virtue, somehow arises out of this process of subordina-
tion and becomes a property of this process of free election.
But what can be said about this process? How is the form of a
maxim determined? What can be said about the connection
between freedom and the form of a given maxim?

It is just here that things become increasingly problematic
very quickly, for Kant is eliciting questions that his ethical
theory is incapable in principle of answering. Together with
his claim that moral evil resides in the form, and not the con-
tent, of a given maxim, Kant offers the related claim that the
form of the maxim is freely determined by “an underlying com-
mon ground itself a maxim.” ** The underlying common ground
of all of our maxims turns out to be what Kant calls the subjec-
~ tive “ disposition (Gesinnung) ”.*° The disposition, Kant tells us
is “ the ultimate subjective ground of the adoption of maxims,”
and must be understood as unified (not fragmented or chaotic)
and as applying to the individual’s total exercise of freedom.*
Yet, as itself a kind of maxim, the disposition is not produced
by or grounded in anything other than freedom.

The unity of the disposition, together with the fact that it
serves as the ground of the production of maxims, is what
lies behind Kant’s use of the expression, “radical evil.” If
individual maxims are the formal locus of moral evil, and if
all maxims find their source in a unified ground that has be-
come wicked, then moral evil pervades the entire being of the
moral agent in a “ radical ” way: “ This evil is radical because

38 Ibid., p. 666, p. 16.
39 Ibid., pp. 671-72, p. 20.
40 Jhid.
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it corrupts the ground of all maxims . . .. [TThe cast of mind is
thereby corrupted at its root (so far as the moral disposition
is concerned) . .. .” ** Moreover, the unity of the disposition
is also what allows us (in principle, if not in fact) to char-
acterize the moral agent by a single, unambiguous moral
valuation, despite the potential diversity of the agent’s phe-
nomenal acts. That is, as the “supreme maxim ”** the dis-
position accounts for any distinctive tendencies characteristic
of a given moral agent’s lower-order acts of maxim-making, in-
cluding the tendency to fashion immoral maxims. We infer
something about a person’s disposition from the types of acts
we associate with that person over time. When, in ordinary
discourse, we refer to someone as having a good or a bad
“ character,” we are—from the Kantian standpoint—addressing
the question of that person’s disposition. A morally-sound dis-
position (that is, a person of ““good character”) regularly
produces actions based upon maxims in which the incentive of
sensuous inclinations has been subordinated to that of the
moral law. Kant wants to legitimize this common human
tendency to evaluate the moral character of people we meet
in everyday life, but he reminds us that, again from his stand-
point, such evaluations (even of oneself) are the product of
inferences and mot of theoretical knowledge.

[Flor outer experience does not disclose the inner nature of the
disposition but merely allows of an inference about it though not
one of strict certainty. (For the matter of that, not even does a
man’s inner experience with regard to himself enable him so to
fathom the depths of his own heart as to obtain, through self-
observation, quite certain knowledge of the basis of the maxims
which he professes, or of their purity and stability.)*®

Three important things come into view at the point where
Kant makes the connection between the form of a given maxim
and the underlying ground of our maxim-making, the disposi-

41 Ibid., pp. 686, 677, pp. 32, 25.
42 Ibid., p. 679, p. 26.
48 Ibid., p. 716, pp. 56-57.
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tion. First, Kant has confronted a difficult question (namely
“How is the form of a maxim determined? ”) by introducing
the possibility of an infinite regress into his account of moral
agency. For if Kant is going to tell us that freely produced
maxims have a certain underlying ground which is also freely
produced, we will inevitably ask what the “ground of the
ground ” is (and so on). Otherwise, it is not clear why Kant
cannot simply suspend his analysis at the point where the
determination of the form of any particular maxim is de-
scribed. Second, Kant has signalled that, at perhaps its most
critical juncture, his account of moral agency must trade
heavily on a metaphor, the notion of a *“ ground.” He cannot
say, directly, what the source of evil (or, for that matter,
virtue) is. This second point gives way to the third, which
concerns the way Kant tries to domesticate the problem of
infinite regress. He responds to it by invoking a systematic
agnosticism in his account of the ultimate ground of maxim-
making and the source of evil. The “ultimate ground” de-
termining our moral status is, Kant tells us, “inscrutable to
us.” ** The moral disposition constituting this ground is unified
and freely chosen, for otherwise we would be forced to say
that the ground underlying the production of maxims is
“ caused,” robbing morality of its point.** But no more can be
said regarding this underlying ground: “ we are unable to de-
rive this disposition, or rather its ultimate ground, from any
original act of the will in time.”* The disposition is the
product of a noumenal free act, outside of time, regarding
which nothing of a theoretical or cognitive nature can be said.
This insight, in turn, means that no more can be said about
the source of moral evil.

All three of these issues—the threat of a regress, the invoca-

44 Ibid., p. 667, p. 17.

« Jbid., pp. 671-72, pp. 20-21.

+6 Ibid., p. 672, p. 21. This quotation brings into view the deeply proble-
matic—and utterly unresolved—issue of the relation between moral agency
(with its noumenal basis) and temporality (with its relevance to phenomena
only) in Kant’s ethical theory.
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tion of metaphor, and the appearance of a philosophically
timely agnosticism—bear in important ways on my central
concern, which is the question of how much we can say about
moral evil in a Kantian framework. It should be readily ap-
parent at this point that a good way of sifting through the
relevant problem areas, on the way to justifying the sugges-
tion that moral evil for Kant is ultimately inscrutable, is to
inquire further into Kant’s theory of the subjective disposition.

—IV—

The disposition can perhaps be thought of provisionally as
the knot in the thread that is unraveling in Kant’s hands as he
attempts to specify the locus of moral evil. The crucial feature
of the disposition that potentially helps it to be this knot is
its unity. Whereas there can be no accounting for the fact that a
given disposition is either virtuous or wicked, we can, thinks
Kant, account for the fact that the disposition is a unity.
Since the disposition is the seat of our moral character, it can-
not be rendered or thematized in public, phenomenal terms.
This means in turn that the agent’s disposition, due to its
noumenal and thus profoundly private quality, eludes all de-
scriptions involving temporal order or transformation through
time: the disposition deflects all attempts at periodization and
thus can only be described as a “ unity.” In Kant’s words,
the ““ subjective moral principle of the disposition . . . is not
susceptible to division into periods of time, but can only be
thought of as an absolute unity.” '

We therefore have, on the one hand, a single, timeless dis-
position that constitutes the definitive feature of one’s moral
worth and, on the other hand, the worldly manifestation of
this disposition in countless acts of maxim-making. What
obviously needs to be accounted for here in any assessment
of the problem of moral evil is the exact relationship between
the free act by which the agent chooses his or her disposition,

47 [bid., pp. 724-25n., p. 64n.
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and the free acts arising out of the disposition in individual
acts of maxim-making. Kant comes closest to resolving this
difficulty by distinguishing between two senses of the word,
“act ”: it can apply to the exercise of freedom in the adoption
of the disposition; and it can apply as well to the exercise of
freedom by which particular actions are undertaken in accord-
ance with the underlying disposition.*® In fact, however, this
distinction does not so much account for the relationship be-
tween the disposition and individual acts of maxim-making
as it re-emphasizes the problem, for Kant offers no principle
of integration of the two senses of “act.” At stake here finally
is just the issue that Kant wants to put to rest with his em-
ployment of the notion of the disposition: namely, the issue
of the unity of the moral agent. Despite his efforts to do so,
Kant never succeeds in accounting for this unity in his elabo-
rate portrayal of moral agency in the discussion of radical
evil, and this failure evinces the general tendency of the critical
philosophy to multiply Kantian “selves ” without ever show-
ing how they all relate to one another.*®

Whatever the difficulties here may be, it is clear that the
very idea of an underlying moral disposition serves an im-
portant Kantian purpose. For part of the point of having the
disposition ground all discrete acts of maxim-making is to avoid
the sheer indeterminacy that would obtain if individual acts
of maxim-making were construed as simply spontaneous, dis-
connected, and utterly unrelated to any common ground *° In-
determinacy of this sort would cripple all efforts to describe
moral worth in the enduring terms that make meaningful the
very idea of imputing moral worth to the agent. The role
played by the disposition in helping Kant to avoid the dangers

48 Ibid., p. 679, p. 26.

49 For a helpful account of the difficulty of relating the disposition to our
individual acts of maxim-making—discussed in the context of the multiple
Kantian “selves "—see Lee Carlton Barrett, “ Sin and Self-Identity: Two
Responses to Kant,” unpublished Yale University Ph.D. dissertation (1984),
Chs. I-II.

50 See Wood, Kant’s Moral Religion, p. 220.



THE INSCRUTABILITY OF MORAL EVIL IN KANT 263

of indeterminacy suggests the intimate and profound connec-
tion here between the doctrine of the disposition and the
Kantian doctrine of autonomy. Autonomy is sometimes char-
acterized as freedom in the “ positive ” sense—involving the
ability to prescribe laws to oneself-—in contrast to freedom in
the “ negative ” sense—involving only the absence of empirical
determination and restraint.”* Individual acts of maxim-mak-
ing are not scattered disjointly, their range limited only by
the degree of external constraint imposed on the moral actor
(as they might be, for example, in a Humean account of moral
agency) . Instead, individual acts of maxim-making have intel-
ligible internal relations to one another by virtue of the uni-
fying function of the freely adopted disposition. Just as au-
tonomy (in contrast to mere freedom from empirical deter-
mination) is the capacity to prescribe laws to oneself, the
underlying moral disposition involves our latent tendency to
adopt characteristic and enduring courses of action. The nexus
of the theory of autonomy and the theory of the subjective
disposition is very close to the heart of what might constitute
a Kantian theory of personal identity.”

The connection that Kant draws (but never really explains)
between the disposition and the continuity and regularity of
our moral endeavors makes it tempting simply to conceive
of the disposition as the static “basis” of maxim-making.
Kant’s habit of invoking the metaphor of a “ground” when
addressing the issue of the disposition increases this tempta-
tion. Yet it is important to recall that Kant calls the disposi-
tion itself a maxim.*® This is because Kant wants to avoid at
all costs a theory of the production of maxims that ultimately
locates the source of our maxim-making in a “natural im-
pulse ” ** or in any other fixed attribute of human nature for

51 Beck, Commentary, p. 122.

52 A complete Kantian theory of personal identity would, of course, also
have to integrate the empirical self and the transceendental ego of the Ori-
tigue of Pure Reason.

53 Religion, pp. 666-68, pp. 16-17.

54 Ibid., p. 667, p. 17.
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which the moral agent could not finally be held accountable.
The “ ultimate ground of the adoption of our maxims . . . must
itself lie in free choice” (Willkiir), Kant insists,”® and the
term “maxim ” is, for all practical purposes, a philosophical
device for protecting the requisite element of freedom. Thus,
the disposition is both the ground of our maxim-making aend
itself a maxim, yet one that cannot be further analyzed or
accounted for. A free act—the making of a maxim—rests on
another free act—the making of the supreme maxim.

Kant seems to be aware of the potential problem of a regress
attending his view of moral agency. And, as I have indicated,
it is in connection with this regress that he invokes a syste-
matic agnosticism with respect to the ultimate determining
ground of the will. In the search for the ultimate determining
ground, he tells us, “ we are referred back endlessly in the
series of subjective determining grounds, without ever being
able to reach the ultimate ground.” ** In a manner that could
be extremely troublesome for his entire account, Kant may be
running together here the question of whether we could ever
know the ultimate determining ground of the will with the
quite different question of what the ultimate determining
ground of the will is. By systematically claiming we can never
know what the ground is (it remains “inscrutable” to us),
Kant assumes the correctness of the view that the ultimate
ground of the will is freedom. But of course it is precisely
because of the prior assumption that the moral agent is free
that Kant claims that we cannot finally “know” the deter-
mining ground of the will.

Despite the emerging problem of circularity compounding
the already evident threat of regress, Kant must argue in the
way he does in order to protect his general theory of moral
agency. His entire position rests heavily on the principle
that any given act of freedom can only arise out of another
act of freedom. Even to disclose a fixed ground or basis for

88 Ibid.
s6 Ibid., p. 667n., p. 18n.
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freedom would imply that freedom is ultimately * caused,”
and even the hint of such a possibility would obviously be fatal
for Kant’s position. It is probably correct to say that virtually
anything other than a regress with respect to an account of
moral agency leaves us with an “ explanation ” for freedom.
As a good Newtonian, Kant naturally appreciates that explana-
tions consist in locating the explanandum (in this case, free-
dom) in a causal series so as to pinpoint the relevant ante-
cedent terms. Actually to do this, of course, would be to deny
freedom, in the sense that it would deny freedom’s capacity—
at any moment—to initiate a new series of acts undetermined
by what went before. Consequently, as one commentator has
aptly framed the issue, for Kant “it is logically necessary that
freedom be incomprehensible.” ** An implicit yet clear corol-
lary of this observation is the claim that moral evil is finally
inscrutable. Moreover, evil is inscrutable in a “ hard ” sense,
by reason of what is necessarily entailed by deep-seated fea-
tures of Kant’s position that cannot be shaken, and not in
the “soft ” sense that would result from our having inadequate
information or insuflicent theoretical data at our disposal. The
inscrutability of evil stands squarely before us if we recall the
“act ” by which the disposition is chosen. This “dispositional
act,” it has been noted, “ determines the basic motivation of
Willkiir and the kinds of *“ lower-order ” acts of maxim-making
characterizing a given agent’s exercise of Willkiir*® But it is
Willkiir itself that is responsible for this act! There can be no
solution to this conundrum that does not jeopardize the mean-
ing of freedom, by Kant’s terms.

In contrast to most philosophers—who typically enjoy know-
ing what they are talking about—Kant thus takes ironic pride
in knowing what he cannot talk about. The metaphor of a
“ground,” then, in his depiction of the subjective disposition
is considerably misleading, in the same way that the elaborate
apparatus of the first two Books of Religion is misleading.

57 Silber, “ The Ethical Significance of Kant’s Religion,” p. exi.
58 Ibid., p. exvi.
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For the image gives the appearance of curtailing the regress
and disclosing the underlying foundation (*ground”) of
maxim-making—but it is only an appearance. To return to
my own provisional metaphor, it turns out that, upon inspec-
tion, there really is no knot in the thread running through
Kant’s hands as he specifies the locus of moral evil. What
seemed to be the knot must itself be freely chosen, and there
can be no accounting for this act of Willkiir that does not
also explain away freedom. Consequently, the term  disposi-
tion ” in Kant’s moral philosophy does not really characterize
a certain human “essence ” or a “state,” a fixed point within
human nature disclosed in the process of moral valuation.
Instead, the term simply plays the role of a useful fiction or
heuristic device that conveys two important Kantian insights:
the ultimate unity of moral agency and the unfathomable
character of freedom itself. These insights, in turn, translate
into the inscrutable character of moral evil.

—V—

Exactly how and why we would choose an evil disposition
rather than a good one—how and why, in other words, we
would “ will ” to have an evil will—is, in light of the preceding
discussion, utterly unaccountable on Kant’s terms. The elab-
orate explanatory apparatus set up in the first two Books of
Religion thereby turns out to be vastly misleading. We
seem to be getting a detailed account of both the source and
nature of moral evil. As it turns out, however, most of the
key concepts—such as “ disposition ”—are not really definitive
explanations of moral evil and its source but mere place-
holders on the road to the Kantian insight that “ there is
then for us no conceivable ground from which the moral evil
in us could originally have come.”* Again, Kant’s point is
not that moral evil is illusory, but that it arises out of the
free act of Willkiir that can never be trapped conceptually.®

59 Religion, p. 693, p. 38.

60 It is presumably for this reason that Kant turns to biblical narratives to
explain both the rise of radical evil and moral regeneration.
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The appearance of an explanation of moral evil conveyed by
the terminology of Religion probably accounts for no small
part of the difficulty that commentators have traditionally had
with the doctrine of radical evil.

If Kant’s account leaves the commentator with difficulties,
it leaves the moral agent with something even worse. For the
entire thrust of Kant’s approach would seem to put in ques-
tion one’s capacity to have moral self-knowledge adequate to
the Kantian demand that we make ourselves virtuous.®* The
unfathomability of freedom connects—virtually analytically—
with the unknowability of one’s subjective disposition. Such a
situation, it would seem, severely jeopardizes the moral agent’s
ability to gain a foothold or pivot point, as it were, from
which to exercise an informed moral capacity. Adopting a good
disposition begins to look like a hit-or-miss matter of sheer
chance or blind luck. To be sure, Kant has tried to head off
the problem of the potentially fragmented and absurdly con-
tingent nature of given acts of freedom through his theory of
the disposition. But the disposition cannot do the same chore
for itself—and there is no further Kantian term which elimi-
nates this very threat of indeterminacy when the issue is the
choice of the disposition. Just as serious is the question of how
an underlying disposition that has become evil could ever make
itself good again. For if the disposition is, as Kant tells us,
truly unified (either virtuous or evil), it is not at all clear how
an evil disposition could be influenced by the incentive of
respect for the moral law. A unified, evil disposition will pre-
sumably detect the moral incentive, but it will always sub-
ordinate it to the sensuous incentive; otherwise, it is not truly
unified or it is not truly evil.®* The absence of a genuinely

61 Peter Laska, “ The Problem of an Ultimate Determining Ground in Kant’s
Theory of the Will,” in Lewis White Beck (ed.), Proceedings of the Third
International Kant Congress (Dordecht: D. Reidel, 1972), p. 390.

62 ““ This evil is radical, because it corrupts the ground of all maxims; it is,
moreover, as a natural propensity, inestirpeble by human powers, since extir-
pation could occur only through good maxims, and cannot take place when the
ultimate subjective ground of all maxims is postulated as corrupt. . . .”
Religion, p. 686, p. 32, emphasis Kant’s.
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Kantian road out of moral evil and into virtue is no doubt
why Kant himself, when speaking of moral regeneration, falls
back on the biblical motifs of ““ rebirth ” and “ new creation,” ¢
in effect admitting the failure of concepts to account for such a
transition.

All of these problem areas ultimately stem from Kant’s
theory of freedom and the exercise of Willkiir that is the ex-
pression of this freedom. The Kant of the textbooks often
seems to provide us with a mathematically precise universe,
dependable transcendental footholds, a theory of moral obliga-
tion firmly grounded in the moral law, and an ambitious author-
ship designed to explain how all of these fit together. Yet, as
this account of moral evil suggests, the free will that is at
the heart of his theory of human nature has the look of some-
thing raw and arbitrary. Kant may truly be the great deon-
tologist and purveyor of moral religion. Yet he also stands very
near the source of a tradition that passes through Schopen-
hauer, Nietzsche, and, finally, the Sartre of Being and Noth-
ingness. Kant himself would no doubt shudder at the thought
of being placed in such company, for he has a clear-cut norma-
tive sense regarding how we “ ought ” to exercise our freedom,
together with some basic metaphysical commitments that
assure him that truly moral action relates intelligibly to the
wider moral-religious universe of which we are a part. But
if the skeptic rudely asks, “ Well, why should I choose a good
disposition? Why shouldn’t I be evil?,” Kant can only reply
through appeal to what he thinks is the binding force of an
objectively valid moral law. Since such a reply is parasitic
upon prior acceptance of Kantian morality’s own language
game, it is least likely to convince the true skeptic, the point
of whose question is precisely to put that language game into
doubt. The Kantian reply will be convincing only to one who

63 Ibid., p. 698, p. 43. Karl Jaspers suggests that the difficulties attending
moral regeneration amount to a Kantian theory of the limits of human free-
dom. Jaspers, “Das Radikal Bése bei Kant,” in Rechenschaft und Ausblick
(Munich: R. Piper and Co. Verlag, 1951), p. 106.
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is already convinced, a point that has not changed since
Kierkegaaard first made it over a century ago.*

What comes into view here, then, is the truly radical nature
of Kant’s theory of freedom. If we eliminate the Kantian trust
in the objective reality of the moral law—but keep everything
else—we really do get something like Sartre. In both cases,
that which is finally most “real” and which somehow pos-
sesses the greatest metaphysical “ weight” in all of the uni-
verse is the radically contingent and inexplicable act of human
freedom. Kant can no more explain the choice of an evil dis-
position than Sartre can account for a decision to join the
French resistance. In Kant’s own words, the ““ lapse from good
into evil (when one remembers that this originates in freedom)
is no more comprehensible than the re-ascent from evil to
good....”®

Gorpon E. MicHALSON

Oberlin College,
Oberlin, Ohio

64 Tt was the Kierkegaard of Either/Or who made this point as has, more
recently, Alasdair MacIntyre in After Virtue (Notre Dame: University of
Notre Dame Press, 1981), pp. 38-45.

65 Religion, p. 695, p. 40.



THE THEORY AND PRACTICE OF DISCOMFORT:
RICHARD RORTY AND PRAGMATISM

[ 11

VER THE LAST twenty years, one of the most con-
sistently incisive critics of traditional Anglo-American
philosophy has been Richard Rorty. Few contem-

porary writers can match the vigor, breadth, and intelligence
of his books and articles, even as few readers can accept the
radicality of the views they express. Rorty disturbs and as-
tonishes like spring weather. His pages mount like cumulus
clouds in our intellectual sky, saturated by the past and promis-
ing (ambiguously) either to irrigate or to inundate the present
fields of our culture. Almost everybody complains about him,
but can anything be done? This essay is an attempt to come
to grips with aat least part of Rorty’s multi-faceted and troub-
ling corpus. His diagnosis of the root problems of epistemology
and their larger significance (or insignificance) for Western
intellectual life is often brilliant, but I shall argue that his
prescription for the future is unattractive. His uncompromising
war on dogmatism is based on a rejection of conventional
notions of objective truth and metaphysical comfort and is
presented in the name of human freedom. It represents, how-
ever, a potentially disastrous kind of pragmatism which can
be criticized on both theoretical and practical grounds. Of the
two, the practical considerations may perhaps be the more
telling.

I. The Problems of Reading Rorty

In Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature, Rorty evaluates
modern philosophy’s comon self-understanding.! One as-

1 Richard Rorty, Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1979).
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sumed occupation of the discipline, on his view, is the dis-
covery of the “ foundations ™ of knowledge and thus the vali-
dation or invalidation of specific claims to know made in such
various fields as science, ethics, art, and religion. Philosophy
can claim to take the measure of these other areas of intellec-
tual life because it claims to understand the nature of the mind
and its capacity for accurate representation of reality. Phi-
losophy can claim to be foundational with respect to the rest
of culture because it claims to encompass the rest of culture,
because it claims to know better than science and religion, for
instance, what communion with reality they can and cannot
attain to. Or so many modern philosophers would (perhaps
only implicitly) believe.

Rorty suggests that this conception of philosophy stems
largely from intellectual developments beginning in the 17th
Century, and in this vein he isolates three key contributions:
(1) Descartes’s idea of the mind as a separate substance, the
“inner” workings of which are uniquely knowable to itself;
(2) Locke’s idea that a “ theory of knowledge > is both neces-
sary and possible on the basis of an understanding of the mind
and how it works; and (8) Kant’s idea that philosophy both
can and should provide other fields with overarching canons
of reason by dissecting a priori the structure of reason itself.
These three contributions to modern philosophy’s self-image
are interrelated but nonetheless distinguishable. Each played
its own crucial part in suggesting a foundation for that dis-
cipline, philosophy, which claimed to be foundational for all
others.

Over against this common picture of philosophy and its
proper labors stand Rorty’s “heroes”: Wittgenstein, Hei-
degger, and Dewey. These three men agree, in Rorty’s esti-
mation, that the picture (common to Descartes, Locke, and
Kant) of knowledge as needing certain foundations and of the
mind as locus of privileged epistemic processes, needs to be
abandoned. They agree that both epistemology and meta-
physics can and should be “set aside as possible disciplines ”
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in the name of a therapeutic form of life and a postmodernist
self-image.” Tt is this deconstructive, therapeutic line that
Rorty wishes to champion. Philosophy should no longer con-
ceive of itself as underwriting links between the human mind
and the “ objective ” world; we have no access to the objective
world as it is in itself; so most of traditional epistemology is
misguided.

Rorty characterizes his efforts as more akin to moral suasion
than rigorous argument, claiming that the epistemological po-
sitions with which he takes exception are immune to such argu-
ment but objectionable (or at least optional) even so? It is
not unusual, for example, to find him remarking that major
philosophers on the Continent (like Derrida) no longer take
epistemology—much less scepticism—seriously, the implication
being that others should do the same. But this presents a prob-
lem. One should always be interested in what intelligent people
bave to say about important matters, and it would be narrow-
minded simply to dismiss Rorty’s comments as instances of
fallacy, but one is still left to wonder why the fashion on the
Continent (or elsewhere) should be of concern per se. It is
clear which philosophical positions Rorty does not like, yet
how are we to construe the force of his recurrent recommenda-
tions to “ set aside ” such positions? Indeed, do they have any
real force, other than the personal?

One strategy might be to prop up these recommendations,
recasting them in the form of traditional philosophical argu-
ments. Such a strategy could take one of two turns, or per-
haps both intermittently: (a) it could mold Rorty into some-
thing like an old-style dogmatist, whose opposition to some
particular doctrine (such as realism) is to be understood as
an endorsement of one of that doctrine’s contraries (such as
idealism) ; or (b) it could mold him into something like an
old-style sceptic, whose opposition to a particular doctrine is
to be seen as an endorsement of that doctrine’s contradiction.

2 Ibid., p. 6.
3 Ibid., pp. 364-365.
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In reality, however, both (a) and (b) trade on the perceived
legitimacy of sceptical questions, differing only on whether
(or perhaps how) they can be answered. And Rorty protests
not to seek to address sceptical questions, but rather no longer
to take them seriously. A key step in this therapeutic ap-
proach is to deny the need for a theory of knowledge, or, more
specifically, to deny the “objectivity ” of those truths the
knowability of which the sceptic claims to doubt. The attempt
to explicate “objectivity ” in terms of neutral apprehension
of realities as they are in themselves, for instance, is seen as
self-deceptive, even though it has defined traditional Western
philosophy and even though some such attempts have claimed
to be successful. All apprehension involves interpretation, and
interpretation entails the use of criteria and faculties condi-
tioned by time, place, and various human purposes. If we cease
to worry whether “ objective ” truths exist beyond such con-
ditions, then there is nothing for a traditional theory of knowl-
edge to explain.

The bad faith of epistemology stems in part from the fact
that historically conditioned metaphors for knowing (e.g.,
such ocular metaphors as the mind as “ mirror of nature ) are
treated as necessary and timeless. When one realizes, however,
that modern philosophy has been shaped by three such ques-
tionable influences as Descartes, Locke, and Kant, one sees
that the traditional conception can be abandoned in favor of
pragmatism. When warrant and justification are a matter of
social convention,® philosophical scepticism (and, therefore,
much of modern philosophy) withers away.

Skepticism and the principal genre of modern philosophy have a
symbiotic relationship. They live one another’s death, and die
one another’s life. One should see philosophy neither as achieving
success by “ answering the skeptic,” nor as rendered nugatory by
realizing that there is no skeptical case to be answered. The
story is no more complicated than that.?

4 Rorty, “ Intuition,” in The Encyclopedia of Philosophy, Vol. 4 (New York:
Macmillan & The Free Press, 1972), p. 211.
5 Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature, p. 114. Contrasting perspectives on
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If Rorty’s way with scepticism is correct, it suggests, of
course, that a third interpretive-critical strategy is open to
his reader. Rather than casting him in the role of dogmatist
or sceptic and attacking or defending him as such, one might
adopt Rorty’s own technique and point out that his “ Wittgen-
steinian ” line is also timebound and hence optional. In the
absence of more substantive ecriticisms of the tradition, the
question becomes that of specifying more or less personal rea-
sons for choosing one “ philosophical ” option over another:
therapy over scepticism, or, better, therapy X over therapy Y.
And if the issue is the vitality or utility of particular metaphors
rather than the representational accuracy of particular state-
ments, a defender of the correspondence theory of truth might
simply claim that the traditional metaphors for knowing are
optimally vital or utilitarian. Apart from suffering from self-
contradiction, however, this attempted peritrope would distort
Wittgenstein himself. To point out that an idea has a history
and that to hold it has consequences is not thereby to say that
it is either mistaken or dispensable, regardless of utility.

Rorty does not adopt just one polemical strategy; so he
must be read in a number of ways. As we shall see, despite
protests to the contrary he does employ sceptical arguments
against a realist understanding of truth; he does endorse at
times an idealist metaphysics; and he does argue (via Sellars
and Quine) that a foundational theory of knowledge is impos-
sible, not just uninteresting or wearisome.® This is not to say
that the claim to advocate, as opposed to argue for, a radically
new intellectual vision is disingenuous, or even completely false.
But one of the effects of this claim is to suggest, spuriously,
a queer sort of neutrality or unexceptionability for Rorty’s
work. If Rorty simply “chose” an idiosyncratic vision and

the significance of scepticism and its relation to modern philosophy are repre-
sented by M. F. Burnyeat, ¢ The Sceptic in His Place and Time,” in Philosophy
in History, ed. by Rorty, Schneewind, and Skinner (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1984), and Barry Stroud, The Significance of Philosophical
Scepticism (London: Oxford University Press, 1984).

6 Rorty, Ibid., especially pp. 165-188.
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beckoned others to follow, he would be quite uninteresting.
There are junctures at which major aspects of his view of
philosophy are (and must be) merely contrasted with their
alternatives, but it is a virtue of his work that important facets
of the Cartesian-Lockean Kantian legacy are grappled with
on their own terms. Without some such dialectical overlap,
Rorty’s concerns would be, by definition, totally discontinuous
with those of his “ interlecutors.” Genuine conversation would
not be possible.

Rorty, like Jean-Francois Lyotard, distrusts dogmatic meta-
narratives that appeal to some superhuman Reality to explain
or justify our situation. No prediction concerning the noumenal
self or Absolute Spirit or the Proletariat can deliver us from
our contingency.” Rorty too offers a kind of metanarrative,
however. Apparent denial of this is neither plausible nor neces-
sary.® Short of a lobotomy, one cannot live without some
metanarrative about how our theoretical and practical lives
hang together. Rorty has written two books and many articles
arguing the metacase that there is no justification for our be-
liefs and practices beyond themselves, no intrinsic values or
@ priori principles. So the truth is that he prefers a metanar-
rative of a particular (hyper-romantic) sort, not no metanarra-
tive at all. Any other suggestion would be disingenuous.

What makes Richard Rorty’s corpus interesting is its de
facto departure from its own paradigm of good philosophy.
If epistemology is to have no successor subject, as he contends,
and the postmodern philosopher is to concern him- or herself
only with socio-historical patterns of agreement among per-
sons,? then there is no room to write such a revolutionary, criti-
cal volume as Philosophy end the Mirror of Nature. If truth
and justification are both completely socially determined,*

7 Rorty, “Postmodernist Bourgeois Liberalism,” in The Journal of Phi-
losophy, Vol. 80, No. 10 (October 1983), p. 585.

8 Ibid., p. 589.

o Cf. Rorty, “ Realism and Reference,” in The Monist, Vol. 59, No. 3 (1976),
p. 336.

10 Cf, Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature, p. 196.
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then the good philosopher need only document the shifting
tides of social practices; but, as Tan Hacking allows, “ to talk
of practices is not even to begin to ask a question.” ** Unques-
tionably and happily, Richard Rorty asks questions—malgré
lui. The real question is whether his answers can be correct
without also being self-refuting, either in theory or practically.
Can his view of language and thought as non-representational,
in the classical sense, leave room either for historiographical
contentions or for historical continuity and progress?

II. Questions, Theoretical and Speculative

It is a commonplace that the classical Greek gods were not
really supernatural. They were products of and partially sub-
ject to natural forces, including error and violent emotion, and
not the transcendent or impassive creators of all that is. Men,
women, and gods were all subject to the Fates, the three daugh-
ters of black-winged night—a child of Chaos. If we think of
reference to the gods as a primitive attempt to justify beliefs
or actions, the seniority of the Fates should not be overlooked.
It represents the conviction (however mythically or symbolic-
ally expressed) that brute causality is intellectual rockbottom.
The Greek gods were, ultimately, fallible middlemen; the Fates,
on the other hand, could not make a mistake; so scepticism
could gain no foothold with them. A human being could have
doubts about them, but they could not have doubts about
themselves; and if ever a mortal were able to see the world
sub specie Parcae, this would guarantee both knowledge and
power. Some version of the Jatter has always been the founda-
tionalist ideal in epistemology, and it has not been abandoned
in the present day—however demythologized.

The problem of unraveling the connection between know-
ledge and causality has seemed quite acute to several of the
best philosophical minds of this century. Some moderns (e.g.,
Kripke and Swain) have turned to causal theories of meaning

11 Jan Hacking, “Is the End in Sight for Epistemology?,” in The Journal of
Philosophy, Vol. 77, No. 10 (October 1980}, p. 587.





































































































































































































































































































































































