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ANALOGY AND THE MEANINGFULNESS OF LAN­
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MUST SAY that I feel considerable sympathy with Pro­

fessor Nielsen in his difficulties in making sense out of the 
Thomistic doctrine of analogy as a device for rendering 

language about God meaningful. In fact, for many years now 
I have been struck by the constantly recurring phenomenon 
of philosophers outside the Thomistic tradition trying to 
understand the doctrine of analogy as applied to God and being '" 
quite sincerely baffied in their attempts to see how it can do 
the job assigned to it. When this occurs so often, there is a 
good chance that the fault is not all on the one side. And, to 
he honest, I do not think Professor Nielsen gets adequate help 
from either Father Copleston or Professor Ross. He may not 
get auequate help from me either, but I would still like to try, 
since I consider the issue such an important one. 

The main reasons for the obscurity surrounding the Thomistic 
theory of analogy seem to be three. First, historically, St. 
Thomas himself, ordinarily such a systematic'thinker, for some 
unexplained reason was· never willing to pin himself down to 
anyone consistent terminology or structural analysis of the 
logical fonn of analogy. He simply used it, very sensitively, 
but without any full dress explanation of what he was doing. 
"'hen Thomistic commentators after him have tried to pin 
clown the theory more precisely and technically, they too often 
ba\-e fallen into the straight jacket of Cajetan's oversimplified 
and restrictive systematization, in which the structure of 
proper proportionality is understood as a four-term pro­
portion, a structure that St. Thomas himself quietly abandons 
as not adequate by itself after his early work, De Veritate.1 

1 For a summary of these developments, see David Burrell, Analogy and
 
Philo30phical Language (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1973). Chap. 6
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Secondly, doctrinally speaking, Thomists tend too often to 
omit in their formal analyses of analogy the indispensable 
metaphysical underpinning that alone justifies the application 
of analogy when one of the terms is not known directly in 
itself. No purely logical or semantic analysis of the structure 
of analogous concepts can supply this extra-logical component. 
In addition, Thomistic commentators for the most part do not 
bring out clearly enough-if indeed they accept the point at 
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trouble here, as Professor Nielsen points out, is that, since we 
have no access to this objective meaning as it is verified in God, 
which is quite different from the subjective meaning drawn 
from our experience, this so-called objective meaning is vacuous, 
empty of meaningful content for us who are using the term. 
And the gap between the two meaning-contents indicates that 
the concepts predicated in each case are not the same, though 
the same word is used; hence there is equivocation. (~) The 
second Concerns the very meaning of an analogous concept in 
itself. At the heart of every analogous concept, Professor 
Nielsen insists, there must be "a Common core of meaning," 
which in turn necessarily implies that this core of meaning must 

all-the fact that analogy does not lie so much in any formal 
structure of concepts themselves as in the actual lived usage of 
meaningful analogous language, found only when the so-called 
analogous concepts are used in judgments.2 In the light of the 

•I
I
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above comments I would like to see if I can shed some light of 
my own on Professor Nielsen's difficulties, so that at least the 
authentic and essential points of disagreement may be brought 
more clearly into focus and allow more fruitful dialogue thereon 'I 

be univocal. "Common core of meaning" and "univocal" 
are co-existensive and convertible terms. No merely formal 
structure of isomorphic relations can supply such a common 
core. (3) Third, Professor Nielsen points out that there is no 

than usually seems to be the case in this elusive question of 
analogy. I

way of confirming or verifying the meaningfulness or truth of 
what is analogously predicated of God, since there is no way 

Objections of Professor Nielsen of verifying or falsifying it from experience or by any kind of 
testing for consequences. 

The three most crucial objections of Professor Nielsen 
against the explanations of Copleston and Ross seems to me to 
be the following. (1) The first concerns the distinction made 
by Copleston between the "subjective meaning" of an 
analogous term, i. e., our understanding of the meaning as 
drawn from instances in our experience, which he admits is 
anthropomorphic, and the "objective meaning," i. e., the 
objective reality referred to by the concept as found in God 
and affirmed of him, even though we do not know just what ' 

~Iost of my reply will be directly concerned with the 
objections to Copleston, since the objections to Ross seem 
to me merely a more technical application of the same basic 
difficulties. And, besides, I agree with much of Professor 
Xielsen's dissatisfaction with any attempt to layout analogy in 
some fonnal logical structure. No isomorphism of formal 
relations can supply for intrinsic similarity in content between 
the sets of relations compared. Since I do not think it feasible 
to separate out the answers to the three objections, for they allthis is like, but only point to it in the dark, so to speak, and 

for good reasons, since it is an infinitely higher mode beyond 
the direct grasp of our experience and concepts. But the 

im'oh-e the same roots, I shall give my own account of how 
analogy works and pick up the objections along the way at 
appropriate points. I will not give any distinct answer to the 

on Aquinas, and G. Klubertanz, St. Thomas Aquinas on Analogy (Chicago: third objection. Many have handled this already. And there 
Loyola University Press, 1960). is simply no testing from experience or from consequences of 

2 Although I had come to this conclusion some time ago myself, I am deeply 
predications when one is discoursing about the attributes ofindebted to Fr. Burrell for his fine elucidation of this point, one of the main 

ones in his fine book cited in n. 1. God. The only testing is the metaphysical exigency of 
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intelligibility itself: predications about God must have both 
meaning and truth if our own world is not to fall into 
unintelligibility. They are all metaphysical mu.<;ts flowing 
from the primary must of the causal bond itself. Hence I will I 
divide my exposition into three main sections: I. Must 
Analogy Be Rooted in Univocity? II. The Extension of Analogy 

•
i 

Beyond the Range of Our Experience. III. The Application of . 
Analogy to God and Its Metaphysical Underpinning. 

I. Must A1U1logy Be Rooted in ~niv~t~? 1 
As we read through Professor NIelsen s cntIcism of both i 
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predications of an analogous term, then this similarity neces- .. 
sarily involves some" common property" or attribute, even 
if only a relation, which holds in all applications; now the I 
presence of such a common property necessarily involves a 
" univocal core of meaning." Analyzing one of St. Thomas's 
descriptions of knowing (it should be noted, however, that this 
does not apply to all knowing but only to the knowing of 
another than oneself) , which runs, " the possession of the form 
of another as another, according to one's natural mode of 
possession," Professor Nielsen comments: 

This last qualification presumably gives us the difference which 
keeps the predication from actually being univocal. But it remains 
the case that on the assumption (questionable in itself) that I 

Aquinas' account of knowing is intelligible, it is true that in all 
cases of ' knowing' there is a property that remains common to 
and distinctive of alI these uses. That is to say, we could construct 
a predicate signifying the res significata of 'knowing' that would 
be preuicated of all cases of knowing. This would be a univocal 
predication. (p. 50) 

In other words, whenever there is a common property predi. 
cated, there must be a univocal core of meaning.. Hence even 
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the qualifying phrase added by St. Thomas, "according to 
one's natural mode of possession," must leave intact the uni­
vocal core of meaning, "possession of the form of another as
another." 

Here is the central and clear-cut point of contention between 
}>rofessor Nielsen and the Thomistic tradition in the very 
meaning of analogy itself. Thomists would admit-though 
a,few, like David Burrell, seem unduly squeamish about doing 
so--that in some significant sense there must be some common 
core of meaning in all analogous predications of the same term, 
for otherwise it could not function as one term and concept. 
But they insist, on the other hand, that this common core of 
meaning is not therefore univocal, but remains analogous, 
similar-in-difference, or diversely similar. If it is any conso­
lation to Professor Nielsen, his objection is exactly the same 
as that brought against Thomistic analogy by Duns Scotus and 
William of Ockham shortly after the time of Thomas himself. 
For them the sufficient requirement that a term be univocal 
is that it be able to function as a middle term retaining the 
same meaning in both premises of a syllogism, enough to 
avoid equivocation. An analogous term was for them really a 
verbal unity of two distinct, though relat~d, concepts, and if 
used in both senses in the same argument would introduce a 
fourth term and invalidate the argument.S 

Yet this is definitely not the Thomistic understanding of
 
univocity and analogy. The difference in approach between
 
the two positions might be summed up thus: The Scotus-Ock_
 
ham analysis is geared primarily to the demands of deductive
 
reasoning and the logical functioning of concepts. It also takes
 
the word and concept as the fundamental unit of meaning,
 

•cr., on Scotus, Burrell, op. cit., Chap. 5 and 7; C. Shircel, Univocity of the 
Concept of Being according to Duns Seotua (Washington: Catholic University 
of America, 19'12); on OckhalJl, Burrell, op. cit., Chap. 7; M. Menges, The 
Concept of the Univocity of Being regarding the Predication of God and Creatures 
according to William Oekham (St. Bonaventure. N. Y.: Franciscan Institute,1958) . 
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which remains intact in its own self-contained meamng no of subjects (or on different levels of being, of qualitative per­
matter how it is moved around as a counter in combination fection), such that the similarity we notice does not occur in 
with other concepts, including its use in a judgment, which the same qualitative way in each case but is noticed t(} be found 
is interpreted simply as a composition of two concepts, sub- f in a qualitatively different way in each case. When we fonn a 

\
ject and predicate, without change in either. The Thomistic univocal concept, on the other hand, we pick out some simi­
analysis is geared much more to the actual lived usage of the I 

~
 
larity, usually some fonn or structure or quantitative relation, 

concept in a judgment, interpreted as an intentional act of which we judge or notice to be found with significant qualitative 
referring its synthesis of subject-predicate to the real order, variation in each case, usually falling within the same species 
as it is in reality. Hence it tends to look right through the 

"". 
theories of the relation of concept to judgment-leads to 
quite different conclusions, which I think are considerably 
more than a merely verbal dispute over different tenuinologies 
for the same thing, though there is some of that hanging like 
a cloud over the scene too, causing the opponents to pass each 

other in the fog without meeting. 
Let me explain now how I think Thomistic analogy actually 

works, building it up genetically [rom its actual origin and use 
in living language. I take it as understood that from now on 
when I speak of analogous terms and concepts I am referring 
only to what Thomists identify as properly and intrinsically 
analogous tenus, i. e., those that arc intended to express aates 
proportionate intrinsic similarity found in all the analog 
(hence not analogies of the so-called" extrinsic attribution," 

I
!
)

I
t

such as "healthy" applied to man and to food, which is not 
designed to express similarity but some relation of causality, 
belonging to, etc.). Such intrinsic analogies are found in 
terms like" knowledge," "love," " activity," "unity," "good­

ness," " being."
\Ve construct and use analogous concepts in our language-

life to fit occasions wherein we cannot help but use them. This 
occurs when we notice some basic similarity-in-dijJeren£e, 
or proportional similarity, across a range of different kinds 

abstract meaning of the concept to what it signifies, or intends 
to signify (intendit signijWare) , in the concrete, and so adjusts 
the content of the concept to what it knows about its reali­
zation in the concrete. The difference in perspective-and in 

or a genus with closely related properties. In such a case we 
notice that, even though a few examples are needed to get 
started, the meaning content, what the term objectively signifies, 
once grasped, remains neutral, indifferent, unchanged with 
respect to any further instances. Such a content is thus quite 
well defined, detenninate, and fixed. 

Not so with an analogous concept. The similarity we notice 
here is not some one thing or characteristic that remains exactly 
the same in all cases, except for some new additional note 
being added on each time from the outside. It is rather that 
the similar property itself is more or less profoundly and 
intrinsically modified in a qualitatively different way each 
time, so that through and through the whole property is 
recognized DS at once similar yet differeI1f (not just found in 
some new instance that in other ways is different). An 
analogous concept is not a composition of one part exactly 
identical and another part different, as Scotus, Ockham, and 
Xielsen seem to imply; rather it is an indissoluble unity where 
the similarity itself is through and through diversified in each 
ease. As a result there is quite a bit of "give," flexibility, 
inocterminacy, or vagueness right within the concept itself, 
with the result that the meaning remains essentially incom­
plete, so underdctermined that it cannot be clearly under­
stood until further reference is made to some mode or modes 
of realization. 

This leads us to discover one of the most remarkable and 
distinctive features of analogous concepts, especially the ones 
of broadest range: it is in fact impossible to define wbat we 
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mean by an analogous concept, to grasp the similarity involved, 
except by actually running up and down the known range of 
cases to which it npplies, by actually calling up the spectrum of 
different exemplifications, and then cawhing the point. The \
similarity involved cannot be isolated from its qualitatively 
diversifying modes and expressed by itself clearly, as it can ~ , 
be in the case of a univocal concept. It can indeed be caught 
or recognized by an act of intellectual insight as we run up and 
down the scale of examples. It can be seen, and shown fortk I 
by our meaninglul linguistic behavior, "' Wittgenstein would ! 
say, but it cannot be said or expressed clearly by itself. Or, t 
if you wish, it can be said by framing one linguistic term for t 
use in all cases, but the meaning 01 the term cannot he grasped, . 
at all clearly without actually calling up a diversified range of ! 
cases. The meaning of the term, therefore, must be completed t 
and made determinate in each case by reference to some 
concrete qualitative mode. That is why the notion always 
contains within it, at least in an implicit way-which can ! 
easily be made explicit, as St. Thomas does in the example of' 
knowledge-the parenthetical indication (like a kind of 
metalinguistic instruction or warning) that the property in 
question will be present in each case" according to the mode 
proportionate to the nature of each." Yet the concept itself, 
as an abstract predicate by itself, fit to be used in many 
different predications as somehow the same one concept, does 
not mention or contain within its expressed content any of 
these particular modes in any of its predications, but is under­
stood as transcending them all. Otherwise, it is clear, it could 
not be used to refer to any other instance with a different 
mode. However, when this indeterminate ab:itract concept, 
unified as such, is actually used in a concrete judgment, its 
meanin~, as understood in the whole concrete act of knowing 
that is the judyrnent, then molds itself or shifts to take on 
the particular determination 01 the case in hand, while at the 
same time continuing to recognize the intrinsic proportional 
similarity-in-difference of this instance with all the others in 

the range outlined by the concept. This is the point of the very 
astute remark made by Gilson long ago, that "<analogy' for 
Aquinas refers to our ability to make the kind of judgments 
we do," that it is to be explicated " on the level of judgment" 
and" not of concept "alone.~ Analogy is to found and under­
stood on the level of the lived use of concepts and terms, not 
in any formalizable logical structure of the concept in itself. 
Thus when I understand in an analogous way a prop<lsition 
like " x is intelligent," what I mean is, x exhibits or realizes U 

in this different but still sufficiently similar way the same 
similarity-in-difference· which I have already noticed running 
through a certain range of cases, so much so that I feel justi­
fied in expressing this case by the same analogous term as the 
others." 

I have laid special stress in the above on the importance of 
the lived use of concepts in judgment, because it is not 
always brought out sufficiently by Thomists, and is one of 
the distinguished marks of the approach of St. Thomas when 
compared to that of Scotus and Ockham. A Thomistic 
analogous term does indeed contain a certain genuine unity, 
though heavily laced with indeterminacY,at its core, enough 
unity to function logically quite like a ~nivocal term. And, 
of course, if one considers an analogous concept from a com­
parative or negative point of view with respect to other 
concepts, it is quite determinate in what it excludes from 
considemtion, in how it delimits its whole rang'e from that of 
other concepts. But the point remains that when looked at 
in what it positively includes within its range it cannot express 
clearly by itself the similarity in isolation from the differences. 
When it tries to do so through so-called definitions it can only 
calI up as paraphrases other equally analogous and indeter­
minate terms, which themselves require reference to a range of 
diverse examples in ord~r to be meaningful. And whenever it 

• E. Gilson, The Christian Philosophy of St. Thomas AquinM (New York: 
Random House, 1956), pp. 105-107. 
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tries to become too precise, it contracts to become identical 
with just one of its modes and loses its analogical function. i, 

Let me illustrate what I have been saying above by taking 
the same example used by Professor Nielsen, that of know­ t 
ledge, defined by St. Thomas as "the possession of the form 
of another as another, according to one's natural mode of t 
possession." Let us say that we have already recognized as I 

r 
included within its range of proper instances the dim knowledge 
through touch of the environment around it by an oyster or 
snail; the more complicated integration of visual, tactile, and 
audible sense images by a dog or other higher animal; the 
intellectual insight of man into justice or the inner law of 
operation of a typewriter or Einstein's Theory of Relativity; "­

the Zen master's empty, imageless, supra-conceptual awareness
 
of reality; the mystic's awareness of God in the" fine point of
 
the soul" beyond all concepts and faculties. All are judged
 
to be genuine though highly different instances of knowing.
 
Now suppose we try to say or describe just what is the
 
similarity amongst all of them, in itself. And suppose the
 
person to whom we are trying to describe it says" I don't want
 
you to do it by examples; just tell me what it is in itself."
 
What could we possibly tell him that could capture the
 
commonness by itself? We can only run through the spectrum 
of examples on different levels and then appeal to the person's 
own experience. "Do you know what I mean? Do you get 

the point?"
Professor Nielsen, it seems, would like to insist: "But there 

is a common univocal core: possession of the form of another i 

as another..." Yet sllppose we try to apply this even to only 
two cases, such as a dog's" possession" of the" form" of a 
typewriter in the mode of a visual image of its external shape i 
and color, compared with a man's" possession" of the" form" ! 

as intellectual insight into the inner law of operation of the 
machine. 'What in the world does" possession" mean here? 
How can we describe it in itseH? Is it like the possession of a 
marble in one's pocket? No. Or having a cast in one's eye? 
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No. Is it possessing a visual image in consciousness? Aside 
from the problem of defining "consciousness," this is one 
example, but not one that adequately circumscribes the 
meaning, since having an intellectual insight into the intel­
ligible form or law is vastly different, even though somehow 
similar-it is impossible to specify just how. The same 
difficulty would occur in trying to explain "form." The only 
thing one can finally do is call up the whole range of examples 
and ask, "Don't you catch the point? Do you see what 
I mean?" This is not an evasion; it is precisely the in­
telligent (in fact, the only effective) way to do it. The same 
with other analogous concepts, such as unity, activity, love, 
goodness, power, perfection (imagine trying to describe pre­
cisely what is similar in all instances of activity or perfection) . 
In a word, although one can indeed say that in some true 
sense (analogous) there is a common core of meaning in an 
analogous concept, it is nonetheless clear that the concept 
functions quite differently-if we look at it from within WJ 

w;ed, not just from without as a logical counter in an argu­
ment-from a univocal concept with its common core. 

This leads me to one more distinctive characteristic of the 
analogous concept which I think it most iIJ1portant to mention, 
since it too is frequently not made explicit by Thomist 
commentators. What kinds of things, or aspects of reality, 
or properties are thus amenable to, even necessarily require, 
expression through analogous terms? As I see it-and I am 
willing to defend this, even though it is not commonly men­
tioned-there is only one "dimension" of reality or "kind" 
of properly that is capable of truly analogous expression: this 
is the realm of activities or dynamic functions, what we might 
call "activity properties" understood in the widest possible 
sense (plus, of course, the opposite correlative properties of 
rcceiving, being. acted on, etc.: loving and being loved, 
causing and being caused are equally analogous). All such 
properties are expressed originally and primarily by verbs, not 
nouns, or are in some way reducible to verbs. Analogous 
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terms can of course be nouns, but then the noun presupposes 
the verb-e. g., it signifies a subject, but as the doer of such 
qnd stWh an action, which aspect alone is made explicit (knower, 

lover ...) . 
The reason why activity properties are such fit candi- t 

dates for analogous expression is that the same general" kind JJ ~ 
of activity can be performed quite differently by different 
kinds of agents or subjects without destroying the similarity­
in-difference of the activity aspect itself. This is not true 
of forms, structures, quantitative relations, and the like, 
which are not thus elastic in their realizations. Different 
kinds of things in the universe, different levels of being, 
are not like each other in their essential specific forms or,
 
essences considered statically. But they are proportionally
 
alike in their modes of activity, in their dynamic functions.
 
Different forms themselves can only be compared as alike
 
insofar as they are forms or structures for similar actions. If
 t
there is any formal structure to analogous concepts, it is not I

I

a strictly logical or formal structure, but the structure of an •i 
activity situation: an analogous term expresses this general 
kind of activity x, recognized as carried on in one distinctive 
proportionate way by subject a, in another distinctively 
different proportionate way by subject b, etc. The subjects 
and modes of acting are quite different in each case; the 
activities themselves are recognized as proportionately similar, 
similar-in-differencc, although it remains impossible to state 
just what this similarity is apart from its range of varied 
modes. Let me add that if the term" activity JJ itself here is 
allowed to expand to its full analogous breadth of illuminative 
meaning, existence itself then not only can be described but 
is uniquely appropriate to be described as the most radical 
kind of activity or act, the act of "presencing." This is the 

,Thomistic analogous notion of being itself: "that which has or I. 

exercises, the act of existing." 

II.	 The Extension of AnalogOUS' Terms be'}jond t/i:e Range of 
Our Experience 

So far we have been analyzing how analogy functions 
within a range where all the main levels of exemplification lie 
within our experience, hence where the different modes can be 
directly known to us. The next phase of our investigation, 
crucial for the application to God, concern; the extension of 
analogous concepts beyond our present rallge of known ex­
amples, i. e., the formation of " open-ended" concepts whose 
range extends indefinitely beyond our pre~nt experience, at 
least in an upward direction. The ranges of analogous con­
cepts can be roughly classified as follows: (1) those having 
a ceiling but no floor (no lower limit) in their application: 
terms like physico-chemical activity, whOle upper limit is 
biological activity, or perhaps consciousness, but that 
extend downward to unknown depths of natter still hidden 
from us and perhaps very strange indeed cOlOpared with what 
we know; (2) those having both a floor and a ceiling, say, bio­
logical activity, or sense knowledge, limited by the non-living 
or unconscious below and intellectual knowledge above; (3) 
those having 0, floor but no ceiling: int~llectLlal knowing, love, 
life, joy, etc.; (4) those having neither ceiling nor floor: the 
all-pervasive "transcendental properties" applicable across 
all levels of being, such as being, activily, unity, power, 
intelligibility, goodness (in the widest seme). Our special 
concern will be with numbers (3) and (4). ffl alone applicable 
to God. 

How in general do we	 go about opening up an analogous 
concept beyond its presently known range of examples? Let us 
take the example of knowing. Suppose ,eve reflect on how 
remarkably diverse are the modes we already know, and how 
impossible it is to deduce from a lower le'el what a higher 
level will be like; it then appears to us, whell reflecting on the 
analogous meaning of	 knowing, that we have no good or 
decisive reasons for closing off its possible lange at the level 
we know; in fact, there is some plausil:)le smpicion that therCf 
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may be higher kinds of intelligence on other planets or perhaps effects in the material world. There may, it is true, be one 
even beyond all corporeal entities (not yet God). We decide element of their definitions that has a univocal cast: the 
we should remain prudently open to the possibility of higher material effects produced. But the notion of force does not 
intelligence trying to communicate with us through some mean the effects produced. It means the power produc:ing such 
kind of signal. We have no idea what kind of communication 
or signals-they would not even have to be through material 
signs but might be by direct telepathy or thought-communi­
cation-or what the mode of intelligence involved might be like 

I
} 

f
t 

Ir
I
I 

I 

or how it might function in itself, even when not attached 
to a body. Yet it makes perfect sense, and in the concrete it 
is quite easy-we are actually doing it already-to open up the 
range of meaning of what we now experience and understand 
as intelligence to include in expectancy some possible level at', 
present quite unknown and uncharacterizable by us. The new 
extension of the term, though empty of any precise content 
describable by us now, is not simply empty. It gets its new 
and very useful content of meaning from its place on an 
ascending (it might also be descending) scale, which serves as 

effects, and as long as this central part of the meaning is 
variable in its mode the meaning must remain analogous. 

In both of the above, and many other possible examples, 
in order to extend the range of an analogous concept we must 
" purify" its meaning-content, what it explicitly signifies, 
making it indeterminate enough so that its range of application 
will not be restricted within present limits. If we judge that 
this cannot be done without a violent and arbitrary wrench in 
the meaning that renders the term no longer comfortably 
serviceable enough, we judge the proposed extension inviable, 
too confusing, and devise an entirely new term to express the 
additional range of cases presumed to exist. This is a matter 
of good judgment, of a sense for successful living language, 
not a matter of the logical structure of concepts. 

It is within the context of this extension of an analogous con­
cept to a new application whose mode of realization is unknown 
to us that the traditional distinctions arise between" objective 
meaning" and" subjective meaning" (CQpleston), the res sig­
nifccata, or the objective property signified by the term, and the 
modus signifwandi, or the modes by which we express to our­
selves this property (St. Thomas) , and other similar semantic 
devices. There is unfortunately much confusion in terminology 
here (and not infrequently in thought too, I fear) , and I am 
not happy with either of the above ways of trying to spell out 
the same general point. St. Thomas' way is clear enough in 
itself-though often misunderstood, as it clearly is here by 
Profcssor Nielsen-but is so narrow in scope as he uses it that 

guide for evaltwtion assessment (respect, awe, fear, caution, 
etc.). Such a role as guide to evaluation procedures, and 
their practical consequences, is an indispensable one for our 
concrete life of the mind in the midst of a reality that is 
always partly known, partly concealed in relation to us. 

Another example arises from the new scientific interest in 
para-psychology and psychic phenomena of various kinds. 
There is widespread talk of some new kind (s) of force that 
produces effects in the material world, yet seems to operate in 
,vays thus far unknown to us and is quite different from the 
other physical forces we know-" psi-forces," some call them. 
They may be a new kind of physical radiation, or more pro­
bably psychic energy fields, or what have you. The point is
that we quite readily enlarge the notion of force to make 
room for the possible discovery of a new mode, concerning 
which we can say nothing clear as yet, not even that it really 
exists. It may be objccted that there is a univocal core in 
all description of such forces, in that they produce observable 

it does not do the entire job that has to be done. Copleston's 
way is, I fear, open to serious misunderstanding and seems 
to me to be inadequate to its task. So let me first state the job 
to be done, and how I think it best to express it, and then 
return to assessing the two sets of distinctions mentioned above. 
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In such a context of using analogous language, we must 
separate out the following; (1) the res gignificata, i. e., the 
" thing" or common property signified, which is what is 
actually predicated in each case, whether previously known or 
not. Its meaning-content as expressed in the analogous con­
cept is deliberately or systematically vague and indeterminate, 
not restricted to any of its modes so as to be truly predicable 
of all cases. (It does not mean, by the way, the actual 
concrete referent of this predicate in a given judgment, 
although the terminology of "thing "-res-has misled some 
into thinking so.) (2) The Teal modes, or modes of being, in 
which this common objective property or attribute is under­
stood to be realized in given applications, as we apply the tenn 
in concrete complete acts of knowing in the judgment. These 
modes may already be known to us, as the animal and human 
modes of knowing, or they may as yet be unknown to us; in 
which case we intend to signify what is there in the concrete 
but through a vague and incomplete act of knowing. Or, if 
you wish, we intend to refer to what is really there, but 
through a vague and incomplete mental sign, recognized as 
such, although we do recognize clearly that we are referring to 
a mode different from the others we know. These modes, 
however, are not part of what is actually predicated by the 
abstract analogous predicate itself, as is (1) above, although 
we understand the indeterminate content to take them on in 
the concrete, as we actually use the term.5 (3) The modes of 

• St. Thomas himself is quite clear about this. Cf. his sensitive basic treatment 
in Summa Thcol., I. quest. 13 entire, esp. art. 3: "Some words that signify what 
has come forth from God to creatures do so in such a way that part of the 
meaning of thc wonl is the imperfect way in which the creature shares in the 
divine perfection. Thus it is part of the meaning of "rock" lhat it has its 
being in a purely material way. Such words can be used of God only meta­
phorically. There are other words, however, that simply mean certain perfections 
without any indication of how these perfections are possessed-words, for 
example, like '!I('ing', 'good', 'living', and so ml. These words can be used 
literally of God" (the translation is tl", new English one edited by Thomas Gilby, 
Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, Vol. I, Garden City, Doubleday Image Book, 
1969) . 
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f 
our understanding of the res signijicata, which are the best 

t	 known modes of concrete realization of the common property, 
considered as ways or media through which we first 001Jl.e to lay 
hold of the meaning of the property and upon which we fall 
back as the clearest examples when we wish to evoke its 
meaning for ourselves anew-since, as we noted above, it is 
always necessary to call up some examples across a range in 

•	 order to grasp or recall the meaning of an analogous com­
cept. Among these there is usually-not necessarily always, 
it seems--one or more that stand out as prime analogates 
for us, i. e.; as focal meanings or privileged examplars closest 
to us by which we most easily and immediately grasp the 

',. meaning experientially, and out from which as from a center 
we extend it in lessening degrees of clarity. This usually means 
the properties as experienced and lived in our own selves, 
whether in body, psyche, or spirit. But it should be clearly 
understood that these ways of our coming to understand most 
vividly the common property do not themselves enter into 
the object meaning of the term when it is predicated 
analogously, in any of its predications. They are modes of 
revealing the analogous meaning of the tenn; they do not 
constitute its objective meaning itself--.(Jtherwise they would 
restrict it and destroy its analogical spread. Its objective 
analogical meaning as predicated is deliberately expanded, 
enlarged, made more vague and indetenninate than these 
modes of discovery, so that it will be able to transcend them 
in scope of application. Thus at the same time that we call 
up these privileged modes in order to evoke the meaning of the 
concept for ourselves, we understand (at least implicitly, but 
in a way that effectively controls our use of the term) that 
the meaning of the analogous term is being left open for 
further application, that it is not tied down to these modes of 
discovery. Thus if we were asked, in the example of speaking 
of hypothetical higher forms of "intelligence" that might 
communicate with us from outer space, what we mean by 
" intelligence," we would say something like this: "You know; 
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the kind of thing we do, being self-conscious, comprehending 
the natures and properties of things, making signs or 
communicating in some way, in a word, understanding, but 
probably in quite different ways from ours." We do not con­
fuse the modes of understanding with the reality understood, 
or signified. 

We could add another aspect (4) which would correspond 
exactly to St. Thomas' modus signijic.andi, or modes of 
signifying the res significata. These are often misunderstood 
as signifying aspect (2), the actual modes of concrete reali­
zation of the common property in particular cases, as Professor 
Nielsen seems to understand them. This is quite incorrect. 
They are also sometimes extended to coincide with our (3), 
man's modes of understanding the res significata. There is no 
great harm in deliberately using modus significandi with this 
meaning, and one does need some appropriate term to express 
these. But it is still not what the expression itself means as 
Aquinas uses it. It refers only to our human modes of 
expressing the res significata, i. e., conceptual-linguistic modes. 
It was originally intended to take care of the obvious difference 
between the way God's perfections are found in him and our 
way of expressing the perfections of God through multiple 
verbal predicates, each distinct from the other, which are 
predicated of a subject as though they were accidents inhering 
in a distinct substance: "God is wise, and loving, and power­
ful." This is the way they are found in us, where wisdom can 
come and go and where a man can be wise but not powerful or 
vice versa. But wImt they signify as found in God himself is 
that God is identically all the positive perfections signified by 
these terms but united together in a single simple plenitude of 
perfection. Similarly we speak of God, who is beyond time, 
through verbal forms with tenses. Yct St. Thomas is quite 
clear that, although our modes of expresging these attributes 
bear the mark of their origin in our experience, these modes are 
not what is expressed and predicated by the concept itself, 
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in any of its predicaLons.6 To say that John is wise and 
powerful does not mea~, though it may indeed be understood 
to be also true, that wi3dom in John is an accidental attribute 
really distinct from h s power and his own essence. It is 
simply stating that it i~ true that he is wise and it is true that 
he is powerful, without stating how these are related. Hence 

I our modes of expression do notcoITupt with anthropomorphism 
Our predications about (;od, or about anything, for that matter. 

This is as far as St. w:'homas's modes of expressing take us, 
though he also speaks <.f the" modes in which a perfection is 
found" or realized in it= subject, which are not quite the same 
thing, but correspond rrther to our modes of realization in (2) 
above. Where do Copleston's" objective meaning" and" sub­
jective meaning" fit in la.ere? 1 It is not entirely clear to me from 
his text how they do, aoo it is no wonder to me that Professor 
Nielsen had serious~an. to my mind quite justified-difficulties 
with his explanation. F<-r Copleston, the" objective meaning" 
means" the objective reality itself referred to by the term in ques­
tion," which in his exaUIJle, " God is intelligent," he maintains 
is " the divine intelligen~e itself,'f as it is in itself. The" sub­
jective meaning" is " t~ meaning-content in my own mind, .. 
primarily determined fer me by own"'experience...of human 

• See his text in note 5. 

7 The main part of the tel t Professor Nielsen is quoting (Contemporary 
Philosophy, vVestminister, Md.: Newman Press, 1956, p. 96) runs as follows: 
"By 'objective meaning' I Ilndl3"stand that which is actually referred to by the 
term in question (that is, the :=Jhjective reality referred to), and by 'subjective 
meaning' I undcrstand the meal jng-eontent which the term has or can have for 
the human mind... i. e., my und~rstanding or conception of what is referred to...• 
If this distinction is applied to =-he proposition 'God is intelligent', the 'objective 
meaning' of the term 'intellit=cnce' is the divine intellect or intellect it­
self. . .. And of this I can ee-tainly give no positive account.... The 'sub­
jective meaning' is the meaning-content in my own mind. Of necessity this is 
primarily determined for me by Rny own experience, that is, by my experience of 
human intelligence. But seeinC" that human intelligence as such cannot be 
predicated of God, I attempt _0 purify the 'subjective meaning' .... And in 
doing so we are caught inextrica=>ly in that interplay of affirmation and negation 
of which I have spoken." 
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intelligence." But here it seems that" intelligence" means in 
this predication "divine intelligence" and yet the only 

III. A pplication to God 

Let us now take brief stock of what we have accomplished. 
meaning-content in my mind in all predications is "human We have tried to explain what the structure of analogous 
intelligence." This opens up :J, yawning gap between the two predication is in general, how it works, and what it means to 
which Prof. Nielsen has very astutely seen. and it is not at all extend the range of an analogous concept beyond its ordinary 
clear from this text alone just how one crosses the gap. What range in our experience. But the actual extension of our 
Copleston fails to explain is that what he calls the" subjective analogous language to some new entity, such as God, that is 
meaning" is not really the mea.ning-content in my mind at all 
which I mean to signify by the analogous concept. It is my 
way of discovering the meaning, but not the purified more 
indeterminate analogous mea7tin(J itself. He needs another 
intermediate term in his discussion to indicate this. He comes 
close to it, in fact, when he adds at the end of his text, not '­

quoted by Nielsen, "But seeing that human intelligence as 
such cannot be predicated of God, I attempt to purify the 
'subjective meaning'....And in so doing we are caught in­
extricably in that interplay of affirmation and negation of which 
I have spoken." It is this "purified meaning," purified by 
being made more indeterminate and open, that is the one 
actually predicated of God, which is not Copleston's objective 
meaning either, since that is already determined to fit God only. 
He does not make this clear enough in his text. (I fear there is 
some confusion too in Fr. Copleston's text between meaning 
and reference, when he speaks of the meaning as " the reality 
referred to.") Thus it should be clear that I dissociate myself 
from Fr. Copleston's explanation and consider it an inaccurate 
rendering of St. Thomas's teaching, or at least an easily mis­
leading one. Professor Nielsen has good reasons for finding it 
unsatisfactory. There is in fact no gap between the meaning 
of "intelligence" as predicated of God and its meaning as 
predicated of man. But there is a gap between the modes of 
realization which I understand this attribute will take on in 
the concrete in each case, as well as between my mode of 
coming to understand this meaning and the mode I affirm in 

God. 

beyond the range of our experience requires three further steps: 
(1) we must have good grounds for affinning that there 
actually is (or at least might be) such a new candidate for 
the application of our language; (2) we must have good 
grounds for affinning that this new candidate is actually 
objectively similar in some way or ways to the presently 
known beings in our experience-in other words, that there are 
good grounds for applying our concepts and language at all; 
(3) once we are in possession of these grounds we must then 
proceed to figure out just which of the attributes in our store 
of knowledge are apt to be extended meaningfully and 
legitimately to such an entity. But the first two suppositions 
cannot be provided by a theory of analogy itself. They must 
come from outside, to build a bridge acwss which our ana­
logical language can walk. It is especially the lack of any 
awareness of the second point above, the establishment of a 
bond of similarity between God and creatures, that renders 
Professor Nielsen's exposition of Thomistic analogy so erip­
plingly incomplete. Let us now turn to each of these three 
points. The first two will be handled together under Section 1. 

1. Ca1.L8a1ity as the Bond of Similarity between God and lVorld 

The first step is establishing the existence of God. This is 
done through a causal argument, which postulates that, under 
pain of our world of experience falling into unintelligibility, 
there must exist, as experience's ultimate condition of in­
telligibility, or adequate sufficient reason, one ultimate Source 
of all being. whose only intelligible mode of being must be 

i

I
I
r 
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::infinite perfection-for otherwise it could not be the ultimate 
-condition of intelligibility. I would not carryon this argument 
-through the Five Ways of St. Thomas, since they are too 
:::incomplete by themselves and defective in structure to do the 
:job for us today. I would use rather the simpler and more t 
basic metaphysical resources of St. Thomas, not drawn on 
clearly enough in the Five Ways, to show that no being that r 
uegins to exist, or is finite in perfection, or composed in its • 
-radical being, or member of a system of dynamically inter­
related elements-to sum it up most simply, no finite being 
cr group of finite beings--ean supply the sufficient reason 

-<lr ground of its own existence, and that such an ultimate 
-condition of intelligibility is not reached until we posit an 
jnfinite being, a being infinite in perfection. 

It is not my purpose to work out this argument here, since 
:it would take another whole article, and our main aim here is 
-explaining the function of analogy within such a framework. I
:::Let us therefore suppose that this step has been carried out i 

:successfully. If it cannot be, there is no point in discussing f ,-rhomistic analogy any further as applied to God. But as soon 
i 

-3S we have established the argument, without paying any 
-explicit attention to analogy in the process, we discover that I 
--3 strange thing has happened. Analogy is already being used 
in the very fonnulation of the conclusion: there is an ultimate 
.source or condition of intelligibility for the existence of. .. , or 
~aU8e. (This by the way is all we mean by " cause" here in its 
-vridest metaphysical sense: that which fulfills a need for 
:intelligibility, whieh answers the question, " What is effectively 
::responsible for the existence of this datum x, which has turned 
lOut to be non-self-explanatory? "-not some meaning drawn 
Ifrom the sciences.) 8 For to be intelligible to us, these terms 

8 For this whole question of the nwaning of "cause" in the context of the mind's
 
quest for intelligihility and its necessarily analogous character as a correlate of
 
~he enquiring mimi at work, Rre my own fuller development in "How the
 
~hilosopher Givps Meaning 10 Lan~age about God," in The Idea of God, ed.
 
R>y E. Madden, R. Handy, M. Farber (Springfield, Ill.: Charles Thomas, 1968),
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themselves must all be analogous wheL applied to a being 
outside our experience. 

Does this mean that a vicious circle S here involved, that 
analogy presupposes causality and causa3ty itself presupposes 
analogy? This is an excellent and cn cial question, which 
Professor Nielsen himself has certainly I-Cen, when he speaks 
of a circle where one religious statemeI t backs up another. 
There is indeed a circle of mutual invol-ement, but it is not 
a vicious circle; it is a vital one. For it is the very thrust of 
the mind's search for intelligibility, rea.ching out into the 
unknown to postulate a sufficient reason somewhere in being, 
that both sets up a new beachhead in beb.g for our knowledge 
to explore further and at the same time c=t.rries with it its own 
enveloping field of analogy. Immanent::in the entire innate 
drive of the mind toward intelligibilitJ is an unrestricted 
commitment to intelligibility, wherever it may lead, and 
simultaneously to its objective correlate, being itself, as the 
source of all answers to this quest. To ths range of intelligibi­
lity and its correlate being it is impossible t~ set any limits, since 
the mind, as soon as it becomes awan of these limits as 
limits, immediately transcends them by -llis very awareness, 
OUf own inner experience of this questA( r intelligibility that 
defines the very life of the mind reveals 1:0 us that both the 
quest itself and the answers to it are infinitely Protean, 
taking on endlessly different forms and m( des. In a word, we 
experience the field of intelligibility, e:::I.veloping our own 
minds and reaching out beyond into its <orrelate, being, as 
intrinsically analogical, open-ended but : <:>mehow all bound 
together in some vague unspecifiable unity_ The first and all­
cmbraeing analogous field which we dis(-<)ver-not by con­
~tructing it deliberately hut by waking Ip within it, so to 
speak-is the correlation intelligibility-bei2g. 

Hence it is that when, as in the case 0- the affirmation of 

pp. 1-28; and "Analytic Philosophy and I,angllage ~out God:' in Christian 
l'hilowphy and Religious llene1wl. ed. by G. McLear (Washington: Catholic 
rniversily of America Press, 19(6), pp. 39-73, esp. pp. 46-51, 61-71. 
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God, the mind is convinced-for what it believes are good 
reasons-that it can save the intelligibility of the world of our l, 
experience only by positing or postulating as existent outside 
this world (i. e., transcending its limitations) an ultimate 
infinitely perfect source of all being, it necessarily envelops l 

ithis term that it posits with its own pre-existent and potentially 
all-embracing field of analogy, at once positing it as a real I 
condition of intelligibility and as necessarily analogous in the 

t 

same movement of thought. This initial analogy is extremely 
vague, not yet extending beyond the immediate correlates of 
the intelligibility-being field itself, together with the index of 
location· within this field at the supreme apex of perfection, 
whatever that may be. For all the terms used to describe God 
in this initial stage, "ultimate condition of intelligibility for 
the existence of the world = cause," are nothing but reaffir­
mations of the general principle of the intelligbility of all being
 
in principle, tailored to the particular situation where the
 
beings we start with do not contain their 0"'11 sufficient ground 1 

of intelligibility within themselves, hence force us to look t 

! 
~ beyond them.9 

• It is very important to make the point here that according to St. Thomas's 
!metaphysical method-and any sound metaphysical method, it seems to me, which 

seeks to achieve knowledge of some being beyond our experience-it is a fatal 
error to accept the demand so hahitually made by analytic philosophers and 
others that one must define what he means by "God" before undertaking to 
establish lIis existencC'. This slmul is not an evasion; it is a question of 
proper Illl'tholl. It is iJllpo88ilJie philosophipally to give any .Iefinition of God 
that can he shown to make seuse before actually discovering Him as an exigeney 
of the quest for intelligibility. The meaning of .. Goel" emergC's only in 
function of the argument that concludes to the need of a being to whieh we then 
carl appropriately give the name "God" or not. according to our culture and 
religious tradition. The philosophical meaning of God should be exdllsively s 
function of the way I,y which IIe is discovered. Hence a properly philosophical 
approach to the existenC'e of God should not ask. "Can I prove that G()(I 
exists? " hut rather, "What does the world of my experience demand in order to 
be intclligible?" Following out this exigency rationally, wc "bump into" God. 
so to spC'ak. as a being all of whose properties are defined exclusively by its 
needs to fulfill its job of satisfying the exigencies of the quest for intelligibility. 
Hence any philosophical .. proof for the existence of God" llas already taken the 
statement of the question from some non-philosophical source, usually religion. 

Thus the very initial positing of GO( as cause of the world 
situates him within the primary a p::-iori (a dynamic and 
existential, not a logical, a priori) a..alogous field of both 
intelligibility and being-of being pr~isely because this is 
demanded by intelligibility. From the very beginning of our 
intellectual life there is a necessary mu:..ual co-involvement of 
intelligibility, being, and analogy. T.is very vague initial 
analogous beachhead of knowledge abott God is now ready to 
be expanded by further judicious searcn for more determinate 
valid analogies. 

It is at this point that a second crucial-corollary of the causal 
bond comes into play, one that is too ::::)ften neglected in ex­
positions of analogy, and of which there is likewise no hint in 
Professor Nielsen's discussion. This is --t;he principle, handed 
down to St. Thomas by both the-..reoplatonic and the 
Aristotelian traditions, that eve1'Y efJeul; must in some way 
resemble its cause. In a word, every caw al bond sets up at the 
same time a bond of intrinsic similari:..y in being. In the 
Platonic-Neoplatonic tradition this to.k the form of the 
principle that every higher cause comml nicated something of 
its own perfection to its effect beneath --1:, which participated 
in the latter as much as its own limited.JtL..ture allowed. In the 
Aristotelian tradition it took the form of the principle that no 
being can cause any perfection in anot::::ler unless it already 
possesses in act (in some equivalent way) this same perfection. 
These two strands were joined together:in a single synthesis 
of c(l1&~al ]JQ1·ticipation by St. Thomas and other medieval 
thinkers; and the same general principl{: of causal similitude 
has been accepted by most realistic meta~hysicians ever since, 
in one form or another. 

The philosophical reason why every effoct must in some way 
resemble its cause, at least analogously, :s this: since all the 
positive perfection of the effect. as effect, (-erives precisely from 
its cause (s) , the latter cannot give what c does not have; the 
effect must in some way participate or shLre in the perfection 
of the cause that is its source. If the cat:se does not possesss 
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in an equal, or some higher equivalent manner, the perfection 
it communicates to its effects, then the perfection of the latter 
would have to come from nowhere, have no relation to its 
cause. Where there is no bond of similarity whatever between 
an effect and its cause, there can be no bond of causality either. 

The similarity in question. however, could be of two main 
kinds. If both cause and effect were of the same species the 
similarity would be on the same level and kind, that is, 
univocal. If the cause were a higher level of being than the 
effect, then the similarity could not be strictly univocal but 
would have to be at least analogous. In this perspective, the 
very fact of establishing a c::msal link between a lower effect 
and a higher cause at once ipso facto generates an analogous 

.~. 

similarity, a spectrum of objective similarity extending from 
the known effect at least as far as the cause, whether the latter 
is directly known or only postulated as a necessary condition 
of intelligibility for an already known effect. Whether both 
terms of the relation are known or only one, every effect has 
to be similar in some way to its cause, or it could not be 
a real effect, and the. same holds for the cause. As St. Thomas 
sums it up: 

Effects which fall short of tlleir causes do not agree with them
 
rio e., are not exactly like them] in name and nature. Yet some
 
likeness must be found between them, since it belongs to the
 
nature of action that an agent produce its like, since each thing acts
 
according as it is in act. The form of an effect, therefore, is
 
certainly found in some measure in a transcending cause, but
 
according to another mode and anoth('r way [i. e., analogously].
 
For this reason the cause is called an equillocal cause fa term that
 
js "equivocal hy design" in Aristotelian terminology is the same
 
as what was latcl' called "analogous "-opposed to "equivocal
 
by chancc "].....So God gave all things their perfections and
 
thereby is both like and unlike all of them.10
 

An effect that does lIot receive a form specifically the same as
 
that through which the agent acts cannot receive according to a
 

10 Summa Contra Gentes, Bk. T, chap. 29, n. 2. Cf. also Summa Theol., T, q. 13, 
a.5. 
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} univocal predication the name arising from that form.... Now the 
forms of the things God has made do not measure up to a specific 
likeness of that divine power; for the things which God has made 
receive in a divided and particular limited way that which in Him t is found in a simple and universal unlimited way. It is evident, 
then, that nothing can be said univocally of God and other 
things.... For all attributes are predicated of God essentially...t But in other beings these predications are made by participation.l1 

It is because of this metaphysical context of causality and 
causal participation undergirding the Thomistic theory of 
analogy that the most recent and authoritative-in the sense 
of being almost universally accepted among Thomists­
commentaries on St. Thomas's theory of analogy now all agree 
that despite his many changes in terminology he fairly early 
drops the structure of proper proportionality, taken by itself 
alone, for a richer structure involving both immanent pro­
portionality among the analagates of a term and a reference to 
the causal source from which the analogous perfection in 
question is communicated to all the participating analogates. 
This fuller metaphysical-semantic structure of analogy as 
applied to the relation of God and creatures is most aptly 
called "the analogy of causal participatipn." The previously 
long accepted "orthodox" explanation·' of Cajetan in terms 
purely of proper proportional ity without reference to a source is 
now recognized as inadequate to handle the application of 
analogy to a being not accessible to our experience, as is the 
case with God. A purely formal isomorphism of relations 
can supply no positive content of knowledge about the term of 
comparison otherwise unknown to us unless some positive 
intrinsic bond of similarity has already been established be­
tween both ends of the comparison. Cajetan presumed this 
had been done elsewhere, but his omission of tllis step from his 

11 Ibid .• chap. 32, nn. 2 and 7. lIe goes on to say in chap. 33, n. 2: "For in 
equivocals by chance there is no order or reference of one to anot her, but it is 
entirely accidental that one name is applied to diverse things.... But this is not 
the situation with Ijames said of God and creatures, since we note in the 
community of such names the order of cause and effect...." 
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formal and explicit analyses of analogy leaves a very serious 
gap in his formal theory of analogy 'when taken by itself, as 
most non-Thomistic thinkers, if not forewarned, would natur­
ally tend to do. St. Thomas himself appears to have come to 
recognize this, since after his early work De Veritate-the main 
source for Cajetan's systematization of all Thomistic texts-he 
never again uses the formal structure of proper proportionality 
by itself to express his own thought. 

Thus it is not surprising that when non-Thomistic thinkers 
like PJ'()res,~or Niebell ('ollle to Ihe theory of Thomistic analogy 
through older traditional expositions in the mode of Cajetan, 
which	 omit the context of causal participation as part of the 
doctrine itself as applied to God (or to any unknown cause) , 
Ihe} fi'l(ll!te ,~trlldlll'e or the allalo~y 01' pI'OJl(T proportionality 
by itself quite inadequate to perform the role claimed for it. 
Their critical insight is quite accurate.12 

2. Which Attributes Can Be Applied to God? 

Once we have set up this basic framework of causal simili­
tude between all creatures and God, from which it follows that 
there must be some appropriate analogous predicates that can 
be extended properly and legitimately to God, the next step 
consists in determining just which attributes can, in addition to 
the initial most indeterminate attributes of being and per­
fection, allow for open-ended extension all the way up the 
scale of being, even to the mode of infinite plenitude, without 

10 It is because of this basic similitude between all creatures and God that 
the phrase applied so often to God by theologians, philosophers of religion, and 
spiritual writers, dcscrihing His transcendence over creatures, namely, that God is 
"totally Othf'r," is really, if taken in unqualified literalness as a metaphysical 
statement, quite unac('eptable as sound philosophy, theology, or spirituality, For 
if God were literally totally other, with no similitude at all with us, there 
could be no bond whatsoever between us, no affinity drawing toward union as 
our true Good, no image of God deep in the soul, etc. He might be totally 
otl](>r in His essence or 111 ode of being, since He is beyond all form, but not 
totally other in His being itself or the activity properties that flow directly from 
its fullness of perfection. 
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losing their unity of meaning. This is the search for the 
" simple or pure perfections," as St. Thomas calls them, which 
are purely positive qualitative terms that do not contain 
as part of their meaning any implication of limit or imper­
fection. Once we have located one of these, even though 
we enter into its meaning in first discovering it or in re-evoking 
it through the limited and imperfect modes (i. e., our privileged

• 
modes of exemplifying it to ourselves) belonging to the things 
we find in our experience, what we intend or mean directly byI the concept, once we have pllrified or enlarged it for good 
reasons into an analogous concept, is a flexible, broadly but not 
totally indeterminate core of purely positive meaning thatt	 transcends aU its particular possible modes, both those we 
know and those we do not knolY. 

l We can recognize that we have effected this purification 
when we can meaningfully affirm, as we certainly do, that all 
the experienced modes of these open-ended perfections, such as 

! unity, knowledge, love, and power, are limited, not yet perfect
t modes. For to affix the qualification "limited or imperfect" 

to any attribute is already to imply that our understanding of 
this attribute transcends all the limiting qualifiers we have 
just added to it. Any attribute that cannot survive this process 
of purification, or negation of aU imperfection and limitation 
in its meaning (and of comse in its actual mode of realization 
when applied to an infinite being) without some part of its 
very meaning being cancelled out, does not possess enough 
analogical "stretch" to allow its predication of God. The 
judgment as to when this docs or does not happen is of 
course a delicate one that requires carefUl critical reflection, 
along with sensitivity to the existential connotations of the 
Use of the term in a given historical culture.13 

Two types of attributes have been sifted out as meeting the 
above requirements by the reflective traditions of metaphysics, 
religion, and theology: (1) those attributes whose meaning 

1& Cf. for a fuller development my articles cited in note 8. 
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:is so closely linked with the meaning and intelligibility of 
oeing itself that no real being is conceivable which could lack 
a:.hem and still remain intelligible, i. e., the so-called absolutely 
-transcenden.tcil properties of being, such as unity, activity, 
.goodness and power; and (~) the relatively transcendental 
:JYi"operties of being, which are sO purely positive in meaning 
and so demanding of our unqualified value-approval that, even 

-though they are not co-extensive with all being, any being 
higher than the level at which they first appear must be 
judged to possess them-hence a fortiori the highest being­
under pain of being less perfect than the beings we already 

"""know, particularly ourselves; such are knowledge (particularly 
-intellectual knowledge), love, joy, freedom, and personality, at 

least as understood in western cultures. " 

a) The Absolutely TransC'endental Properties 

Once established that God exists as supreme infinitely perfect 
source of all being, it follows that every attribute that can be 
shown to be necessarily attached to, or flow from, the very 
intelligibility of the primary attribute of being itself must 
necessarily he possessed in principle, without any further 
argument, by this supreme Being, under pain of its not being 1 

~ at all, let alone not being the supreme instance. Thus it is 
inconceivable that there should exist any being that is not in 
its own proportionate way one, its parts, if any, cohering into 
one and not dispersed into unrelated multiplicity. Hence God 
must be supremely one. Such aU-pervasive properties of being 
are few, but charged with value significanre: e. g., unity, 
intelligibility, activity, power, goodness (in the broadest 
ontological sense as havil1g some perfection in itself and being 
good Jar something, if only itself) , and probably beauty too. 

Sin('e these properties are so general and vague or indeter­
minate in their content-deliberately so to allow for their 
completely open-ended spectrum of application-we derive 
from this inference no precise idea or representation at all as to 
what this mode of unity, etc., will be like in itself. But we do • 
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definitely know this much: that Chis positive qualitative 
attribute or perfection (in St. Thomas's general metaphysical 
sense of the term as any positive qua:ity) is really present in 
God and in the supreme degree posible. Such knowledge, 
though vague, is richly value-laden an. is therefore a guide for 
value assessment and for value respon.es of reverence, esteem, 
etc. I am puzzled as to why ProfessOJ Nielsen would consider 
such value-laden and value-guiding cOI~epts simply empty and 
hence apparently able to serve no cogn!. tive purpose at all. 

b) The Relatively Transcend,ntal PropeTties 

There is a second genre of transr-endental attributes of 
being that are richer in content aDd of more immediate 
interest and relevance in speaking abou; God. These are terms 
that express positive qualitative attLibutes having a floor 
(or lower limit) but no ceiling (or UJ>per limit), and hence 
are understood to be properties belonf ing necessarily to any 
and all beings above a certain level of ~rfection. Their range 
is transcendental indefinitely upward bt t not downward. Such 
are knowledge (consciousness, especiall) self-consciousness and 
intellectual knowledge) , love, lovablene~ s, j oy (bliss, happiness, 
i. c., the conscious enjoyment of good;i·ossessed) , and similar 
derivative properties of personaIity m the widest purely 
positive sense (not the restrictive sense it has in many 
oriental traditions). All such attributes-3ppear to us as purely 
and totally positive values in themseJ-ves, not matter how 
imperfectly we happen to possess them h~ re and now. As such, 
they demand our unqualified apprOVL1 as unconditionally 
hetter to have than not to have. He:.ce we cannot affirm 
that any being that exists higher than ourselves, a fortiori 
the supremely perfect being that GO( must be, does not 
ha\"e these perfections in its own ap~ropriate mode. To 
conceive of some higher being as, for ~ample, lacking self­
('()l\s<'iousness in some appropriate way_ i. e., being simply 
hIm·ked out in unconsciousness, would =>e for us necessarily 
to conceive this bcing as lower in perfe~tion than ourselves. 
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Nor is there any escape in the well-known ploy that this might 
merely mean inconceivable jor us but in reality might actually 
be the case for all we know. The reason is that to affirm that 
some state of affairs might Teally be the case is to declare it in 
some way conceivable, at least with nothing militating against 
its possibility. This we simply cannot do with such purely 
positive perfection-concepts. 

What happens in our use of these concepts, as soon as we 
know or suspect for good reasons that there exists some being 
higher than ourselves, is that, even though our discovery of their 
meaning has been from our experience of them in limited 
degree, we immediately detach them from restricting links 
with our own level, make them more purified and indetenninate. 
in content, and project them upward along an open-ended 
ascending scale of value appreciation. This is not a logical but 
an existential move, hooking up the inner understanding of the 
conceptual tools we use with the radical open-ended dynamism 
of the intellect itself. One way we can experience this power 
of projection of perfections or value attributes beyond our own 
level is by experiencing reflectively our own poignant aware­
ness of the limitations and imperfection of these attributes as 
we possess them now, even though we have not yet experienced 
the existence of higher beings. We all experience keenly the 
constricting dissatisfaction and restlessness we feel over the 
slowness, the fuzzy, piecemeal character of our knowing and 
our intense longing, the further we auvance in wisdom. for an 
ideal mode of knowledge beyond our present reach. The very 
fact that we can judge our present achievement as limited, 
imperfect, implies that we have reached beyond it by the 
implicit dynamism of our minds and wills. To know a limit cu 
limit is already in principle to have reached beyond it in 
dynamic intenlion, though not yet in conceptual represen­
tation. This point has for long been abundantly stressed by 
the whole Transcendental Thomist school, not to mention 
Hegel and others, who bring out that the radical dynamism 
of the spirit indefinitely transcends all finite determinate 
conceptual expressions or temporary stopping places. 

J The knowledge given by such projective or pointing con­
I' cepts, expressing analogous attributes open-ended at the top, 

is again very vague and indeterminate, -ut yet charged with 

I
far richer detennination and value cottent than the more 
universal transcendental attributes apply_ng to all being, high 
or low. By grafting the affinnation of these attributes, as 
necessarily present in their appropriate p-oportionate mode in 
God, on to the lived inner dynamism of our spirits longing for 
ever fuller consciousness, knowledge, lov= (loving and being 
loved), joy, etc., these open-ended concepts, affirmed in the 
highest degree possible of God, can s~rve as very richly 
charged value-asses81nent guides for ou- value-responses of 
adoration, reverence, love, longing for u.ion, etc. But note 
here again that the problem of the eXfJension of analogous 
concepts beyond the range of Our eJiPerience cannot be 
solved by logical or conceptual analysis alone, but only by 
inserting these concepts into the context .f their actual living 
use within the unlimitedly open-ende::l, supra-conceptual 
dynamism of the human spirit (intellecl and will), existen­
tially longing for a fullness of realization Leyond the reach of 
all determinate conceptual grasp or representation. Thomistic 
analogy makes full sense only within sud1ia total notion of the 
life of the spirit as knowing-loving dynLmism. The know­
ledge given by these analogous concep::s applied to God, 
lherefore, though extremely indetermina e, is by no means 
empty. It is filled in by a powerful cognit vc-affective dynam­
i'lll involving tIle whole human psyche ani spirit, which starts 
from the highest point we can reach in our"wn knowing, loving, 
joy, etc., from the best in us, and then :JJroceeds to project 
Upwards along the line of progressive asce~t from lower levels 
towards an apex hidden from our vision at the line's end. \Ve 
ci'"e significant meaning to this invisiblE apex precisely by 
~it,(((tillg it as apex of a line of unmistakeaOe direction Upward. 
This delivers to us, through the mediation not representation) 
of the open-ended analogous concept, an =>bscure, vector-like, 
indirect, non-conceptual, but recognizably ~ositive knowledge_ 
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through-love, through the very upward movement of the J that we must reasonably affirm, yet whose precise mode of 
dynamic longing of the spirit towards its own intuitively felt f being remains always heyond the reach of our determinate 
connatural good-a knowledge" through the heart," as Pascal 
puts it, or through "connatural inclination," as St. Thomas 
would have iL]4 Such an affective knowledge-through-con­
natural-inclination is a thoroughly human kind of knowing, 
quite within the range of our own deeper levels of experieiwe, 
as all lovers and artists (not to mention religious people) know. 
Yet it is a mode of knowing that has hitherto been much 
neglected in our contemporary logically and scientifically 
oriented epistemology. 

Corwlusion ". 
It is time to conclude this already too lengthy response. 

To sum up, analogous knowledge of God, as understood in its 
whole supporting metaphysical context of (1) the dynamism 
of the human spirit, transcending by its intentional thrust all 
its own limited conceptual products along the way, and (2) the 
structure of causal participation or causal similitude between 
God and creatures, delivers a knowledge that is intrinsically 
and deliberately vague and indeterminate, but at the same 
time richly positive in content; for such concepts serve as 
positive sif,rnposts, pointing vector-like along an ascending 
spectrum of ever higher and more fully realized perfection, and 
can thus fulfill their main role as guides for significant value 
responses, both contemplative and practical. Such knowledge, 
with the analogous terms expressing it, is, and by the nature of 
the case is supposed to be, a chiaroscuro of light and shadow, 
of revelation and concealment (as Heidegger would say) , that 
alone is appropriate to the luminous Mystery which is its 
ultimately object-a Mystery which we at the same time judge • 

H cr. Summa Theol., I, q. I, a. 6 ad 3; I-II, 9-45, a. 2. Also J. Maritain, 
"On Knowledge through Connaturality," Revie.w of Me.taphysics, IV (1950-51), • 
483-94; V. White, .. Thomism and Affective Knowledge," Black/riars, XXV 
(1944), 321-28; A. :Moreno, .. The Nature of St. Thomas' Knowledge per con­
naturalitatcm," Angelicum, XLVII (1970),44-62. 

representational images and concepts, but not beyond the 
dynamic thrust of our spirit which can express this intentional 
reach only through the open-ended flexible concepts and 
language we call analogous. Such concepts cannot be con­
sidered "empty" save in an inhumanly narrow epistemology. 
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