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How would St Thomas answer Kant’s question as to how synlhetic
judgments a priori are possible? Even though to an historian of
philosophy such a question might seem to pose a verilable scholar’s
nightmare (lo transpose a question from the context of one philosophy
to that of another is bad enough, but when one has to leap over five-
Imndred years and shift from modern to medieval philosopby to do it,
the task begins to appear well-nigh fantastic), still, 1o a philosopher
andd particularly to a philosopher of Thomistic leanings, the question
has such compelling force as to be practically inescapable. For does
it not alinost ammount to a question as to how St. Thomas would meet
the challenge of modern philosophy?

Not that the question has not been touched upon before, and even
repealedly.  Indeed, to cite hul one notable recent example, Father
Copleston a few years ago in his remarkable littde book on Aquinas
hroached the question, and vet withoul allempting really to answer it.
fnstead, taking a look at some of the typical first principles or self-
evident truths of St. Thomas’s philosophy, Father Copleston remaried
that since the logical character of such principles seemed to be that
of truths at once necessary and informative, he, Father Copleston,
would think that they might very properly be referred to as “synthelic
a-priori propositions.” Needless to say, he was aware that such a term
inevitably carries with it Kantian associations and that these are
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cerlainly alien to the philosophy of St. Thomas Aquinas. And yet for
all that, his considered judgment was that such a term seemed to him
1o be “a convenicnt one.”"?

Now if it were only a matter of terminology that was here at stake,
no one would wish to quibble with Father Copleston over his choice
of words. And yet since a term like “synthelic a-priori proposition”
is no ordinary lerm (nor is it exactly a trivial philosophical term
either), one wonders whether in designaling St. Thomas’s first prin-
ciples as synthetic a-priori propositions, Father Copleston may not
thereby have precluded himself from ever being able to answer the
question of how for St. Thomas such propositions are possible. Or
hetler, one wonders whether in the very use of such a term Father
Copleston may nol have so boxed himself in that, when it comes lo
the question of how synthelic a-priori judgments are possible for
St Thomas, he can only answer by transforming St. Thomas's realistic
melaphysics into a transcendental philosophy.

Superficially, of course, the question as to whether propositions may
be divided into analytic and synthetic would appear to be no more
than a logical question; and morve specilically still, it would seem 1o be
merely a logical question as to the possible kinds of predicable relation-
ships that can hold between the subjects and predicates of propositions,
Thus, as is well known, on the (raditional Aristotelian doctrine of the
predicables there are live possible ways in which predicate terms can
be related to their subjects: a predicale may be either the genus of its
subject, its differentia, s definition (or species),? its property, or
its accident. In contrast, Kant scems to want to condense these five
relationships into two:

This relation is possible in two different ways.  Either the pred-
icate B belongs to the subject A. as something which is overtly

'F. C. Copleston, Aquinas (Penguin  somewhat different.  Nevertheless, this
Books, 1935), p. 28, n. L. issue is not relevant to the concerns of
*It perhaps scarcely needs remarking  the presenl paper.
thal there is some dispule as fo whether SCritique of Pure Reason, A 6-7/b 10

on the lraditional doctrine the third pred-
icable relation is thal of delinition or of
species; and depending on whelher one
opts for the one allernative or the other,
one’s enlire conceplion of the nature of
predicable relationships may well be
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{(Kemp Smith translation).

This second formula is 8t Thomas's.
Sce 8T, I, q. 94, a. 2. In ibid, L
q. 2, a. 4, he uses the loculion, “praedi-
catum includitur in ratione subjecti.”

contained in this concept A; or B lies outside the concept A, al-
though it does indeed stand in connection with it.3

Nor, from the standpoint of the traditional doclrine of the pre-
dicables, would there scem to be anything amiss with this kind of
condensation. In effect, it seems to do no more than to classify the
first three predicable relations as analylic and the last two as synthetic,
And whalt, after all, could be more plausible? I‘or on the traditional
doclrine, was it nol oflen cuslomary to characlerize the relationships
of genera, of differentiae, and of definitions or species to their subjects
as being relations of inclusion or containment—for example, praedi-
catum inest subjecto, or praedicatum est de ratione subjectid® 1In
contrast, as regards the last two predicable relationships—that is,
property and accident— it has always been considered that in such
cases the predicate concept is somehow “outside” that of the subject.
Indeed, even when the predicate is a propriwm of the subject—for
example, risibilis in the case of man—the concept of the predicate
comes under a different category from that of the subject of which it
is the properly.

What is more, when one passes from a consideration merely of the
different possible relations as such of predicate to subjecl 1o a con-
sideration of the criteria for detevmining the truth of the propositions
in which predicales are so related to their subjects, then again there
seems a striking parallel between Kant's division of propositions inlo
analytic truths and synthetic truths, and the traditional division into
what might be called truths involving definitional predicates (genera.
differentiae, definitions) on the one hand and truths involving pred-
icates like properties and accidents on the other. Thus, on the tradi-
tional scheme, how does one know thal propositions involving defi-
nitional predicates are true?  The answer is that such proposilions in
the very nature of the case can only be self-evident.  Or to speak in
the Ianguage of Aristotelian logic, there just is not any way in which
a syllogistic third term may be brought to bear so as properly to
mediate helween a subject and a predicate in the case of the first three
predicable relationships. For instance, in the case of a proposition like
"Manis an animal,” how could one possibly prove this syllogistically?
What sort of third or outside term could be brought Lo bear that would
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justify or make evident the fact that being an animal is simply a part
of what it is to be a man? This cannol be done for the reason that
nothing outside the thing itsell can explain why a thing is the very
kind of a thing that it is. Such a truth can only be self-evident in a
quite literal sense.

But similarly, in Kant’s account of analytic truths, he explains that
in all such truths “the conncction of the predicate with the subject
is thought through identity.” ®

5

In other words, the truth of the prop-
osition is determined simply through examining the proposition itself
and sceing that anything else would he self-contradictory.®

On the other hand, when it is a property or an accident that is pred-
icated of a subject, then on the traditional doctrine of the predicables
the question “Why?” inunedialely becomes pertinent. Morcover, the
answer lo such a question naturally takes the form of a syllogistic
demonstration, in which a third or mediating term is brought to bear
on the other two lerms, so as to make evident or demonstrate their
connection with each other, this connection not being sclf-evident or
evident from a consideration of just those terms themselves. And
likewise, somewhat siiilar consideralions apply with respect to syn-
thetic truths on Kanl’s scheme. Tor these, too, require the bringing
to bear of some third thing or factor, oulside of the mere subject and
predicale concepts themselves, in order lo cvidence the truth of the
asserlied conneclion hetween subject and predicate.

Apparently, then, there would seem to be no reason why the tradi-
tional scheme of five predicable relationships could notl be collapsed or
abbreviated into the shimpler, twofold scheme of analytic relationships
on the one hand and synthetic relationships on the other. Accordingly,
thaugh one might perhaps want to argue with Father Copleston as to
whether the so-called truths per se nota of Thomistic metaphysics were
more properly to be classified as synthelic or as analytic, there would,
at least in the light of the foregoing considerations, appear lo be no
argument at all as to the propricty of applying Kant’s classificatory
scheme of analylic and synthetic to the propositions of St. Thomas's
philosophy.

sritiyue of Pure Resson, A 7/B 10.
SCf. Proleqomena to any Future Meta-
physics, trans. Peter G. Lucas (Man-
chester: Manchester Univ. Press, 1953),
p. 17:  “All analytic judgmenis rest
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wholly on the principle of conlradiclion,”
"New Essays in Philosophical Theol-

ogy, ed. Flew and Maclutyre, (New

York: Macmillan Co., 1955), p. 38.

And yet no sooner has one carried out this easy reconciliation of the
two logical doctrines than the whole enterprise has to be abandoned
on account of a further unnoticed fealure of Kant’s otherwise quite
innocent-seeming division of propositions into analylic and synthetic.
For so far from this division being one that is based mercly on the
different ways in which predicates can be related to their subjects or
on the different ways in which propositions are able to be verified, it
suddenly turns out to be, in addition, a division based on what might
be called the differing intentionalitics of propositions or the differing
intentional compelencies or inlentional reaches of the various Lypes
and kinds of proposition. Thus analytic propositions, it turns out,
since they involve no more than a mere analysis of what is already
contained in our concepls, are held to be of no real factual import at
all. They tell us nothing and give no information of any kind about
the real world.  Accordingly, any proposition that in any wise purports
to say what is in fact the case or that speaks to the question of whal
is so in the real world—any such proposition cannot possibly be an
analytic truth and hence must be classilied as synthetic.

It is true that Kant himself does not say in just these words that
analytic truths are purely verbal or that they tell us nothing about the
world or that in this sense they are completely uninformative. Such
language is left for later so-called analylic philosophers to exploit,
Thus to cite but one particularly clear and, one is Lempted to add, cock-
sure example:

. we can contrast necessary propositions such as “342=5",
“a thing cannot be red and green all over”, “either it is raining
or it is not raining”, with contingent propositions such as
“Mr. Menzies is prime minister of Australia”, “the earth is slightly
flattened at the poles”, and “sugar is soluble in watet”. The prop-
ositions in the first class are guaranteed solely by the rules for
the use of the symbols they conlain. In the case of propositions
of the second class, a genuine possibility of agreeing or not agree-
ing with realily is left open; whether they are true or false
depends not on the conventions of our language but on reality.”

In other words, the relevant principle here scems to be that since in
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the case of necessary (that is, analytic) truths their truth depends
simply on conventions of our language or on what happens to be con-
tained in our concepts and not at all on the way the world is, for this
very reason such truths cannol possibly be truths about the world.

Now, as 1 say, though Kant does not express himself in just this
language, both the point about analylic truths being completely non-
factual as well as the principle upon which this rests are unmistakably
recognized by Kantl. Thus he says, lor example, “The understanding
in its analvtic employment is concerned only to know what lies in the
concept; il is indifferent as to the object o which the concept may
apply.”® And still later in the first Critique he flatly declares, “All
existential propositions are synthetic.”?

But now given this additional twist, or if you will this further con-
sequence, altendant upon the division of propositions inlo analytic and
synthetic, it quickly becomes apparent that the Kantian schemne of
analytic and synthetic is thereby rendered tolally irreconcilable with
the traditional doctrine of the five predicables. For on the latler
doctrine, the mere fact that a predicate term is related to its subject as
its genus, differentia, definition, or species certainly does not thereby
render the yesulting proposition purely verbal. 1 it did, any such
thing as so-called real definitions wounld become an impossibility.
Warse yet, one could not even undertake to say, much less to know,
what anything rveally is. For any “what” statement on the traditional
doctrine would need to he classified under one or the other of the first

BCritique
B 315,

fhid.,, A 598/R 626,

"This is nol to say, of course, that one
might not challenge such a principle on
the ground thal ils opposite was afler all
not self-contradiclory. The Aristotelian

of Pure Reason, A 259/  Arisiotelian melaphysics, not so much
first as derivalive.  Bul even so, this
would not malerially affect the argu-
ment here being developed.  For whether
this principle is in fact an ultimate first
principle or not is irrelevant.  Even if

it were not, it woud be derived from a

doctrine of the potential infinite might
be said to involie just such a challenge.
Ralhier the only point we are seeking to
make here is thal whether in a given
instance the appeal to the principle of
contradiction is legilimate or not, in the
very nature of the case this is the only
kind of appeal (hat ean serve as a proper
verification for this particutar kind of
slatement or judgmentf.

"perhaps one might wish Lo argue
that this particular  principle s, in
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principle that was first, and first preci-
sely in lhe sense that the ullimale test
of its truth could only be the fact that
anything clse would be inconceivable or
solf-contradictory. It is this point that
we wish to defend as {o the Kkind of
verification  that is ullimately required
for metaphysical principles, not the par-
ticular example thal may heen
chosen in order fo illustrate the point.
124quinas, pp. 80-81.

have

. . . |
three predicable relationships.

And if all of these relationships are
held to issue in stalements that are purely verbal, there would then be
no possible way in which one could say or know what anything is at!
all.

Moreover, the consequence for metaphysics, particularvly if meta-
physics be considered to be in some sense or other a science of firsl
principles, would be disastrous. For simply as a matter of histortcal,
fact, the key principles that have operated in traditional Western meta-
physics, Thomistic or otherwise, are principles whose warrant would
appear to consist simply in the fact that anything else would be in-
conceivable, that their opposiles would bhe self-contradictory.
example, consider Leibniz’s famous principle enunciated in the second
paragraph of the Monadology: “And there must be sitnple substances,
since there are compounds; for a compound is nothing but a collee-
lion or aggregaium of simple things.” Now, quite apart from Leibniz’s
own concern with the distinction between truths of rcason and truths of

[“or

fact, let us just ask ourselves what sort of warrant or justification could
we or anyone clse give for such a principle?

What sort of evidence
could one adduce for the truth of such a statement, or on what sort of
grounds docs one make an assertion like this?  Would not ihe answer
have to be to the effect thal in the very nature of the case that which
is compound must ultimately be made up of simples,*® that anything
else would he contrary to the very nature of a compound or would be
incompalible wilh the very meaning of the term.

Or again, consider the sorl of warrant that might be given for a
typical principle in Aristolelian metaphysices, such as, say, the principle
that accidenls musl be accidents nf substances !
states the

As Father Copleston
Case:

. . the stadements which he [the ordinary man] makes imply a

recognition in practise of a dislinclion between things and their

’

modifications, bhetween “substance” and accidents, between that
of which we predicate gualities, quantity, and relations and qual-
ities and relations which exist only as qualities and relations of
that of which they are predicated.
ting on a chair, bul nobody would expect o encounter the rela-
tion of “sitling on” existing as an enlity apart from any sitter.’?
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And why would not one expect this? Onc is inclined to supplement
Father Copleston’s account by saying that one would nol expect this
for the very reason that an accident such as silting, by ils very nature,
can only be a quality or position of something, that anylhing else
would be unthinkable because self-contradictory.

But now if on the Kantian view any judgment that is warranted
simply by the principle of contradiction is an analytic truth and as
such not a truth about the world at all, then what is one lo make of
the characteristic judgments of metaphysics? As Kant sees it, one
cannot consider such judgments to be analytic, since that would mean
thal metaphysics, so far from being about being, as Aristotle thought,
would not be about being at all.  The assertions of metaphysics would
instead be purely verbal, nothing more.  Accordingly, if one insists
that metaphysical judgments are not purely verbal bul are, or at least
pretend lo be, assertions aboul the world or about the nature of things,
then Kant insists that there is no alternative but to regard metaphysical
judgments as being synthetic. But as we have already noted, in Kant’s
eyes, a synthetic judgment, since ils trath is not evident from a con-
sideration of the terms themselves, requires some third thing, some
factor outside of and other than the subject-predicate concepts them-
selves, some

unknown=X which gives support to the understanding when it
believes that it can discover outside the concept A4 a predicate B
that is forcign to this concept, which it yet at the same time con-
siders to be connected with it.t?

And what can this third thing, this unknown=2X, be? Well, it
cannol be experience, because, unlike synthetic judgments a posteriori,
the judgments of metaphysics lay claim to universality and necessity.
And no amount of empirical observation of accidents being in sub-
stances, or of effects following upon causes, Kant insisls, can ever be
sullicient lo ground a universal and necessary judgment. lience the

B¢ ritique of Pure Reason, A 9/B 13.

140)n these expressions, see Critique of
Pure Reason, § 14, (Kemp Smith, pp. 125-
26).

150§, Prolegomena, pp. 50-51: “But
the word transcendental, which for me
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never means a refercnce of our knowl-
cdge to things, but only to our facully
of knowing.”

16 ritique of Pure Reason, A 92/B
124-25.

third thing, or the unknown =X, must be sought elsewhere than in
experience. Bul where is it to be sought then?

To this Kant’s well-known answer is that the basis and warrant for
the universality and necessity of metaphysical judgments can only be
traced to the Tacl that such principles as, for example, the causal prin-
ciple or the substance-accident principle are the very conditions of “the
possibility of experience,” the very conditions of our being able to hiave
any experience of a world at all, the very conditions of the possibilily of
our ever knowing anything as an object.’* Moreover, in providing this
kind of warrant for synthelic a-priori principles, Kant has clearly and
consciously transformed such principles from being metaphysical prin-
ciples of being or reality into transcendental principles of our knowl-
edge or experience of reality and of the world.**. As he remarks,

There are only two possible ways in which synthetic representa-
tions and their objects can establish connection, obtain necessary
relation to one another, and, as it were, meet one another. Either
the object alone must make the representalion possible, or the
representalion alone must make the object possible. In the
former case, this relation is only empirical, and the representation
is never possible a priori. ... Tn the latler case, representation
in itself does not produce ils object in so far as existence is con-
cerned, for we are not here speaking of causalion by means of the
will.  Nonetheless the representation is a priori determinant of
the ohject, if it be the case that only through the representatlion
is it possible to know anything as an object.*®

Returning then to our original question as to how St. Thomas might
best deal with Kant's question concerning how synthetic judgments
a priori are possible, we wonder if I'ather Copleston may not have given
hostages, if not to fortune, then al least to Kantians, in suggesling
that the basic principles of Thomistic melaphysics are in the nalure
of synthetic a-priori truths. For then lhere would seem to be no way
of accounting for such principles save in the way Kant does. And if
Aquinas were to account for his metaphysical principles in this way,
then instead of a philosophy of being qua being, Thomistic realism
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would have suddenly been transformed into a transcendental philos-
ophy, no more, no less,

It is true, of course, that Father Copleston is quite well aware that
those propositions which Aquinas would hold to be per se nola are
considered by Aquinas to be at once “necessary and yet at the same
time [lo] gtve informalion aboul reality.” '™ For this reason, Father
Copleston explaing, such self-evident principles are both like and un-
like Kant’s analytic truths:

They can be said to be analytic, if an analytic proposition is
defined as a proposition which is seen to be necessarily true once
the terms are understood.  Bul if an analytic proposition is
understood as one which says nothing except ahout the use of
symbols, Aquinas would not admit that his principia per se nota

are analylic in this sense.’®

However, Father Copleston does not see fit to explain how it is pos-
sible for such self-evident principles of Aquinas Lo be both necessary
and informative. Instead, one suspecls that Father Copleston may
have heen somewhat uneasy on this point.  And being thus uneasy, he
appears lo have bheen desirous of approximaling, so far as possible,
St. Thomas’s metaphysical principles to the sorts of things that Kanl
would call a-priori synthetic traths.*® It is almost as if Father Cople-
ston had satd to himsell, if the so-called self-evident truths of Tho-
mislic metaphysics are construed as analyltic Uruths, then one can
understand how they can claim to be necessary, but one would be hard
put to it to understand how they could ever be informative; accord-
ingly, suppose we try the other alternative of consiruing such meta-
physical first principles as if they were synthetic a-priori principles;

7 Aquinas, p. 28.

181hid.

1*Apologies are doubtless due Father
Copleston for the admilledly very specu-
lative account of his views which follows
and  which rather fancifully secks lo
supply some of the reasons that pre-
sumably must have led him to make
many of Lhe rather cryptic assertions
which he does make in his Aquinas. My
conceru here, be it admitled, has not
heen to do justice to Father Copleston so
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much as 1o set forith a way of interpret-
ing Aquinas against a background of
Kantian  critical  philosophy,  which,
while it may be plausible and hence
exceedingly  tempting, nevertheless has
the effect, it would seem {o me, of
seriously undercutting the realistic meta-
physics of St. Thomas.  But that such a
way ol inlerpretation can be properh
falherved upon Father Copleslon is ques-
tionable, Lo say the least,
0 4quinas, pp. 28-29.

then it will be readily understandable how they can be both neces-
sary and informative at the same tine.

However, if this is in fact the course of Father Copleston’s interpreta-
tion and if one undertakes to follow him in this course, then one is up
against the difficulty that certainly for Aquinas his self-evident prin-
ciples are unmistakably principles whose truth is known direclly npon
their terms being known. And this would appear to mark such truths
as being analytic rather than synthetic, which is just what Father
Copleston wishes lo avoid.

Presumably it is to meet this difficulty that Father Copleston then
proceeds to attribule lo Aquinas a rather curious doctrine; that is, a
doctrine of “two types of self-evident principles.”

The first type consists of those propositions in which the pred-
icale “falls under the definition of the subject”, that is, in which
the predicate gives the whole or part of the connolation of the
subject or is contained in the intention of the subject. Definitions
are of this type, and purely formal propositions like A is A. The
second type consists of those propositions in which the predicate

15 an attribute or property which belongs necessarily lo the
subject.20

Now all this is passing strange. Nol only does Father Copleston not
lell us just where in St. Thomas one may find any such explicit dif-
ferentiation between two types of self-evident propositions, but in
addition the very account which Father Copleston himself gives of the
second type of self-evident truths wounld seem o rule out the possibility
of such truths being properly self-evident truths at all. For the ac-
count is clearly an account of statements in which the predicate term
is nol definitionally related to Lhe subject but rather is a property of
the subject.  But in the context of Aristolelian logic, propositions in
which properties are asserted of their subjects are, in the nalure of the
case, held to be propositions that are demonstrable: and thev are
demonstrable precisely in the sense thal they admit of an oulside or
third term which can mediate between the subject and predicate of the
conclusion; and consequently, being demonstrable and hence mediately
evident, they are clearly to be distinguished from principles that are
indemonstrable and immmediately evident. To recur once more fo

St Thomas and Synthetic Judgments A Priori
Henry B. Veatch

249



the familiar, hackneyed, bult still very useful examples, “Man is capable
of laughter” is a demonstrable proposilion, whereas “Man 1s rational”
or “Man is animal” are not. And why? Simply because in the first
case, man’s capacily for laughter can be explained through the reason
of man’s being a rational animal, whereas for man’s being rational or
being an animal no rcason or reasons can be given at all. Ience these
latter are truths per se nota, whereas the former, being a truth in which
the predicate is an atiribute or properly of the subject, is just the sort
of truth that is demonstrable and as such not self-cvident at all.

Why, then, should Father Copleston have chosen to regard such
principles as self-evident, albeit self-evident of a special type? The
answer, I believe, becomes clear as soon as one considers the particular
example which Falher Copleston gives of such a self-evident principle
of the second type.2! His example is none other than the causal principle
itself, “Everything which begins to exist begins to exist through the
agency of an already existent being.” And the interesting thing about this
principle, Father Copleston notes, is that for St. Thomas this is not a truth
which is evident merely from the definitions of the terms involved.
He even quotes St. Thomas’s explicit asserlion to this effect: “Relation-
ship lo a cause does not enter the definition of a being which is
caused” (ST, I, q. 44, a. 1 ad. 1).

Accordingly, in this example Father Copleston would seem to have
a clear case of a wmetaphysical principle which St. Thomas himself
would certainly regard as being a necessary truth but which at the
sarne lime he explicitly denies to be any mere truth by definition. And
this for Father Copleston means that it is not a truth about which one
has to worry whether it is, as one says, “merely analylic” and hence not
a truth about the world at all. Instead, as Father Copleston sees i, it
can serve as a perfect example of what Kant would call a synthetic
a-priori principle. At the same time, FFather Copleston is sensitive to
the fact that Aquinas does consider that principia per se nola com-
prise a not inconsiderable or insignificant part of philosophy in gencral
and metlaphysics in particular. And so, in order nol to have to dis-
credit St. Thomas’s metaphysics by loading it with self-evidentl prin-

2 hid., p. 29, to essences which are illlJSlfIn?:ll)l() umll-r'

2287, I, . 44, a0 1 ad 1 (Pegis the categories, and hence it 1s (.mly by
translation, Random House), extension and by analogy thal it is made

23The distiuction between predicable  to apply to notions that [r:msaﬂm! ”13
relations thal are essenlial and those that  calegories in the manner of “being,
are accidental is originally appropriate  “being caused,” and so on.
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ciples that are no more than definitions and hence noninformative, and
in order at the same time to credit it with principles of the type of the
causal principle that are not definitions and yet are necessary in the
manner of self-evident truths, Iather Copleston would appear to have
invented a special logical classification—what he calls self-evident
principles of the second type—and then to have foisted such a clas-
sification on St. Thomas,

And yet I do not believe such a strategem will work, and not merely
on the grounds that it would appear to lack sufficient textual warrant
but rather on the grounds that philosophically it bids fair to wreck
St. Thomas's metaphysics rather than to save it. And to see just how
the strategem fails, 1 suggest that we look at the remainder of the
passage, cited by Father Copleston, in which SL. Thomas states that the
causal principle is not a principle that is true by definition:

Though relation to its cause is not part of the definition of a
thing caused, still it follows as a result of what belongs to its
nature. For, from the fact that a thing is being by participation,
it follows that it is caused. Hence such a being cannot be with-

out being caused, just as man cannol be without having the
faculty of laughing

Now what Aquinas seems here to be saying is that being caused is to
the being that is caused much as the faculty of laughing is to a human
being.  The predicable relation in both cases is that of a properly to
its subject. But then in neither case is the relation self-evident in the
proper sense.  Rather, in both cases the relation is demonstrable. Just
as the facully of laughing may be shown to pertain necessarily 1o man
in virtue of what he is—that is, a rational animal—so being related toa
cause may be shown to pertain necessarily to anylhing that is caused
in virtue of what such a thing is—that is, a being by parlicipation.2s

Moreover, consider what this demonstrability of the causal prin-
ciple implies for St. Thomas. It implies that although this principle
just as such is not a self-evident truth in the sense of being a truth in
which the predicale falls under the definition of the subject, it is
nevertheless dependent upon, and derivative from, a truth which is
self-evident in just this sense—the principle, that is, that “anything that
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is being by participation is a thing that is caused.” And so, what of
[ather Copleston’s elaborate and somewhat contrived expedient f)f
construing St. Thomas metaphysical principles as being self-evident in
the manner of type 2, so as Lo avoid having to consider his metaphysics
as resting ultimately upon principles that are self-evident in the man-
ner of type 1, these last being suspect on the ground that they are onl.y
delinitionally true and hence uninformative? The answer is I,hat‘ it
avails nothing. For in the very passage which Father Copleston ciles
from Aquinas as exhibiting a self-evident principle of the second type,
this principle is explicitly interpreted by Aquinas as being dependent
apon a self-evident principle of the first type.

Coming around again to the issuc between Aquinas and Kant and to
the question as to how synthetic judgments a priori are possible, the
issue, it would seem, can now be reduced to quite simple terms.
Either there are metaphysical principles such as are true simply in
virtue of the meanings of the terms involved and such as are at the
same time genuinely informative, or else there are no such principles.
if there ave such principles, then Aquinas has got it made, so to speak,
so far as the logical structure and order of his metaphysics is con-
cerned; the truths of metaphysics will be either sell-evident principles
or truths that are dependent upon such principles.2* Not only that, but
in such a context Kant’s question as to how synthetic a-priori judg-
ments are possible can appear as little more than “irrelevant, im-
malterial, incompetent, and to be stricken from the record.”  Vor if
Aquinas were fo admil the use of a term such as “synthetic a priori”
al all, he would need to construe it as designating those propositions

21perhaps it should be remarked that
merely because St. Thomas lhoughl of
his metaphysics as rtesting ullimately
upon principia per se nota, it should not
be supposed that he therefore thought
that “by a purcly deductive and quasi-
mathematical method we ecould not only
deduce the general system of realily but
also make new factual discoveries”
(Aquinas, p. 23). Father Copleston’s
discussion is excellent on this very point
of distinguishing St. Thomas’s way of
doing metaphysics from thal of the
“ ¢rationalist’ melaphysicians of  ihe
sevenleenth and eightcenth centuries”
(ihid.).

25 gain, it should be noted (cf. n. 1
above) that it makes litlle difference that
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in praclice we are not always able to tell
whether a particular elaphysical prin-
ciple we happen to be working wilh is
self-evident or demonstrable in terms of
a higher principle; in principle, though,
the logic of the matter is clear—on the
one hand, there are immediately evident
truths, and on the other hand mediately
evident ones dependent upon ihe former.
Fathier Copleston’s mistake scems to be
that having noticed thal many key mela-
physical principles are not strictly speak-
ing per se nota, he wants to conclude
from t{his thal perhaps ihey are nol
derived from such self-evident principles
al all, being instead syntbelic a-priori
truths.

whose predicate lerms are related to their subjects as necessary attri-
butes or properties of those subjects. And as to the possibility of such
propositions, there simply is no problem for Aquinas, for in principle
they can all be derived from sclf-evident principles by the ordinary
process of syllogistic demonstration.?®

On the other hand, if there are no self-evident principles thal are at
once necessary and informative, then Aquinas and his metaphysics are
indeed undone. And in their stead what one will have at the most
will be synthetic a-priori propositions in the strict Kantian sensc of the
term. Nor will it be possible to explain the possibility of such prop-
ositions save in the manner of Kant; that is, by regarding them as
being, if we may so put it, not metaphysically bul transcendentally true,
as being the conditions of the very possibility of experience.

And as for Father Copleston, it should now be clear that on this
issue of the synthetic a priori what he was really attempting to do was
to slip between the horns of Lthe dilemmma of Aquinas with his sellf-
evident principles on the one hand and Kant with his principles that
are the conditions of the possibility of experience on the other. But
unhappily, to slip between these two is something that just cannot be
done. For what Father Copleston is in effect proposing is that we
regard the principles of Thomistic melaphysics as being in the nature
of synthetic a-priori truths and that we then stop there. But, un-
fortunately, one cannot stop there. Supposing that such metaphysical
truths are not evident in themselves, then ithey will either have to he
justified in the way St. Thomas does, by tracing them back to principles
that are sclf-evident—in which case they would not be synthetic a-
priort truths in the proper sense at all—or they will have to he justilied
in the way Kanl underiakes to do, by treating them as conditions of
the possibility of experience—in which case they have ccased to be in
any sense principles of a realistic metaphysics such as that of Aquinas.
in short, on the issuc of the possibility of the synthetic a priori, there
just 1s not any way of avoiding a choice as belween Aquinas and
Khant. One either has to fish (and as a fisherman, 1 am tempted to add,
for real fish) with Aquinas, or be content to cut bait with Kant,
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Very well, supposing that we are finally resolved to fish with Aquinas
and nol ~ul bait with Kant, does that put an end to the matter of the
synthetic a priori?  Unhappily not. For while our object lesson in the
porson of Father Copleston has made it clear that there 1S no way
in which the question of synthetic a-prioti truth can be grafted on to
the philosopliy of St. Thomas, it has at the same time made it equally
clear that the irrelevance and incompetence of this question with
respect to St. Thomas are entirely conditional upon there being such
things as truths that are evident in themselves and at the same time
are proper truths about the world. Aquinas apparently never doubted
that there are genuine factual truths of this sort and that they are per
se nota. But did he ever show how there can be such truths?  And if
Aquinas did not or could not do this, then the problem of the syn-
thetic a priori is right back on our doorstep; and with it the entire
Kantian solution to the problem will be right there too, waiting to
gel in the door as well. Indeed, if our foregoing diagnosis of Father
Copleston’s predicament was correct, his whole trouble can be said
to have arisen simply from his doubts as Lo whether there could be
such things as factually truc statements which at the same time are
true by definition. And where is the right-thinking analytic philos-
opher of the present day who would not share precisely the same
doubis?

Nevertheless, 1 would make bold to suggest that doubts of this sort
rest on a misunderstanding and that once one correctly understands
the nature of truths that are said to be evident in themselves, one can
readily sce that there is no reason at all why such truths should not
be informative or should not be truths about the world.

Let us again consider the arguinent against self-evident truths being
factual. As stated above,?® the argument comes down to this: 1f a
stalement depends for its truth solely on the definitions of the terms
involved or merely on the conventions of language or simply on what
happens to be contained in our concepts and not at all on the way the

26Cf, pp. 243-44. though I duresay with cqual lack of
27In  another paper entitted “The  success, o deal  with  this  currently
Truths of Metaphysics,” in The Review fashionable snobbery toward the use of
of Metaphysics, vol. 17 (1964), 372-95, I self-evident truths in philosophy.
have lried in rather wmore delail,
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world is or on what (he statement purports to be about, then how can
such a statement possibly be a statement about the world or give any
mformation about facts in the world?

Thus to take some examples, “Any younger son is a brother” or “A
bachelor is an unmarried man.” Now who would claim that such
statemenls give genuine information about the natural world? Do we
fearn from them facts about the biological or the physiological realm in
the way we do from slatements like “Ontogeny recapitulates phylogeny”
or “Sugar is soluble in water”? Of course not. And why not? Clearly,
the answer is that statements such as the first two are no more than
linguistic truths. They simply reflect the meaning and usage of Eng-
lish words like “brother,” “bachelor,” and so on. Hence they give
no information about the world of nature. Morcover, the mark or
criterion of the purely verbal character of such stalernents is that in
order to know that a statement like A younger son is a brother” is
true, we do not have to consider the world at all; we only have to
consider the meaning of the words in the sentence.  On the other hand,
lo know that sugar is soluble in waler, it is not enough just to consult
the dictionary; it is necessary to Jook at the facts.

And so, fortified in his self-righteousness by such obviously telling
consideralions, any self-respecting modern analytic philosopher is only
too eager to apply considerations of the sort to any and all mela-
physical principles which a thinker like Aquinas would consider to be
per se nota; and the resnlts are nothing short of devastating.?” Ior
take the two principles “Any accident must be an accident of a sub-
slance” and “Any thing that is being by participation is caused.” The
truth of these is said to be self-evident, and what does that mean? It
means that the very meaning of accident, for example, requires Lhat
it be of a substance, that anything else would simply be unthinkable
because self-contradictory., Bul is not such an explication of the truth
of a self-evident metaphysical principle strictly comparable to the explica-
tion of the truth of “A younger son is a brother”? 1In the one case asin the
other, the truth of the statement depends only on the meaning of the
terms tnvolved; and in neither case does one have to conduct an empirical
investigation of the facts to ascertain the staterment’s truth, as one
does in the case of, say, “Sugar is soluble in water.” Indeed, such a
requirement would be as ridiculous in the case of “Any accident is
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necessarily an accident of a substance” as in the case of “Any younger
son is necessarily a brother.” For this is just the point of saying that
principles like the substance-acciden) principle or the causal principle
are self-ecvident.  They are evident simply through themselves;  and
hence one does not have to go oulside (hem-—cither o expericnce, or
to a third or medialing lerin, or to some unknown r—in order to
determine their truth. Bul then the embarrassing consequence follows
that if the sclf-evident principles upon which a realistic metaphysics
is supposed to rest are such that to ascertain their truth one does not
have Lo look al Ihe facts or at the real world at all (one only has to look
at those statermments themselves and the meanings of the terms in-
volved), then clearly such statements cannot be statements about the
facts or about the real world or about being or about reality or about
anylhing of the sort. No; all such presumed metaphysical truths turn
out to be purely verbal, nothing more.

Now in making rejoinder to this argument, | should like to make two
points. In the first place, I would like lo suggest that the conclusion
that actually follows from the argumtent is not the conclusion that
has customarily been supposed to follow. And in the second place, even
supposing the conclusion Lo follow from the argument, the antecedent
upon which the consequent depends contlains a serious ambiguity.
This having once been cleared up, the whole argument is thereby
rendered irrelevant and innocuous so far as the principia per se nota
of St. Thomas are concerned.

To take the first point first.  As usually stated, the argument against
the possibility of self-evident principles ever being truths about the
world takes the following abbreviated form: Since the truth of such
a self-evident statement depends only on the meaning of the words or
terms involved, such a statement cannol be a statement about the
facts but only a statement aboul its own words or lerms.  The state-
ment is purely verbal, in other words. But when cast in this form, the
argument would secem Lo do no less than commit the obvious fallacy
of confusing use with mention.?® Thus merely because 1 use certain
words or lerms in making a stalement, that certainly does not mean
that my statement is aboul those words or terms. In the stalement

2811 mighl ulso be called a confusion of ®Critique of Pure Reason, A 259f
personal  with  materint supposition, or B 315,
perhaps even of first with second inten-
tion.
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“Any accident is an accident of a substance,” for example, [ certainly
do use the word “accident,” and I use the word as having a certain
meaning or signtficance; and yel that still does nol mean that my
stalement is about the mere word “aceident” or even aboul the mere
meaning of the term. No, the statement is about accidents.

Of course, | can make a statement about a word or about a mere
meaning. | can say, for examnple, “The word ‘accident’ in English is
so used as lo imply the further locution ‘of a substance.”” But still,
even though T can thus frame a sentence in which 1 mention words
or meanings which | have used in other sentences, that does not mean
that in the original sentence, “Accidenis are accidenls of substance,”
what T am tfalking about is the word or the meaning of accident, and
not the thing.

Likewise, if one wishes, one can perhaps reasonably argue that if |
have no other evidence for the truth of a statement like “Accidents
arc accidents of subslances” than the mere meanings of the words and
terms involved, then 1 do not have adequaie evidence for the truth of
the statement ilself.  But this is a very different thing from saying that
if the meaning of the terms is the only evidence 1 have for the truth
of the statement, then the stalement ilself is not a slatement about
accidents but only about accident, the word as a word. Again, this
would be a patent confusion of use with mention. Yes: one cannot
but suspect that it was just some such confusion as this that was
operative even in Kantl's pronouncement that “the understanding in
its analylic employment is concerned only to know what lies in the
concept; it is indifferent to the object to which the concept may
apply.” 2®

And now for the second point of rejoinder—and this after all is the
more importanl.  Even if #t bhe shown that from the mere truth con-
ditions of so-called self-evident propositions one cannot legitimately
infer that such propositions are no more than stalements aboul their
ewn terms and their meanings, that siill does nol suffice to reinslate
such propositions as statements aboul the world.  To accomplish this.
one has to examine rather more closely the logic of the criticism that
secks to deprive sclf-evident truths of any and all factual import. For
the argument is that if the truth of a statement depends only on the
meanings of the terms involved, then such a slaternent cannot be a
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truth about the world. Now suppose we grant for a moment the
cogency of the inference. Siill is there not a certain ambiguity present
is not
this a word that is o be interpreted as signifying now the ureaning,
and now again the thing meant?

3

in the antecedent? Thus as regards the key word, “meaning,’

TFor example, an instance which St. Thomas gives of a proposilion
which is known to be true, once the meanings of the terms are known
and understood, ts the proposition “Man is an animal.” 3 Bul clearly,
the self-evidence ol this principle does not have to lurn on our under-
standing the meaning of man or of animal in the sense of the linguistic
or psychological or logical instrument or vehicle of such meaning.
No; it may quite well and presutnably actually does turn on the mean-
ing of these terins in the sense of that which is meant. Purely objec-
tively and quite apart froni our thoughts or meanings, a human being
is just the kind of being that is an animal ™
“concept” is ambiguous in a way similar to
that of “mmeaning.” ¥For by the word “concept” we may mean either

Likewise, a word such as

that which is conceived, the object of our concept, or the conceiving,
the latter being taken as inerely the means or instrument through
which the object is thus conceived.,  Accordingly, when in the case of
“Man is aniimal” one says that this is true simply on the ground that the
predicate is already conlained in the concept of the subject, is it not
perfeetly plausible to interpret this as meaning that animal is bound
up in the very nature of man, as being a part of the very thing that is

“For example, in ST, 1, q. 2, a. 1. 2Nole that the fact that the self-evi

*n other words, as is quite well  dence of propositions has an ohjective

known but all too frequently overlooked,
as St. Thomas understands self-evidence,
this does not mean that  self-evident
propositions are evident fo the wuser in
any mere  psychological  semse.  Nouj
quite objectively and quite apart from
whelher anyone recognizes the sclf-evi-
dence of the proposition or not, the
proposition is seff-evident just in the na-
ture of the case—which means in the
very palure of lhe objective situalion
which is intended by the proposition.
In confirmation of this, onc nceds only
to point to St. Thomas’s well-known dis-
tinction Letween those things which are
sell-evident in themselves, though not to
us, and those that are self-evident in
themselves and to us. Cf, 8T, I, q. 2,
a. 1.
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basis, being grounded on an objective
situation in which an oufside cause is
prectuded from being relevant or opera-
tve in the case in hand—this fact means
that we can perfectly well he mistaken
aboul the self-evidence of various prop-
ositions:  we may think a  cerlain
proposition is self-evident which really is
not, or a proposition may well he self-
cvident and we may not recognize the
fact, Hence the examples which one
may bring forward of self-evident prop-
ositions—for example, the subsltance-
accident principle, or the causal prin-
ciple, or “Man is an animal”—might bhe
subject 1o question whether they really
were self-evident or not; but the prin.
ciple of self-evidence is not subject lo
question in the same way.

conceived when one uses a word or concept such as “man”? Accord-
ingly, inferpreted in this way, it simply is not true that a statement
that is self-evident must be a stalement whose truth depends ouly on
the meanings of the words and concepts involved, and not al all on
the facts or on the way things are in the world. Quite the conlrary,
if “dependence on meanings and concepts” is understood as depend-
ence on the things so meant and the objects thus conceived, then the
trath of a self-evident proposition will of course depend on the facts in
the case and on the way the world is.

And so the back is simply broken of the criticism that since a self-
evident truth is one whose truth does not depend on the way the world
is, it therefore cannot be a truth about the world, For while the
consequent in this case does follow from the antecedent, the ante-
cedent, as it turns out, happens not to be true.

Indeed, the same point is borne out from a reconsideration of some
of our earlier remarks concerning the difference hetween definitional
predicates and predicates that are necessary attributes or properties of
their subjects.  Propositions involving the former relationships, we
said, can only be self-evident, whereas those involving the latler pre-
dicable relationship are not self-evident but demonstrable. Put just
why did we say that a statement like “Man is an animal” can only
be evident or known through itself, whereas with “Man has the
capacity for laughing” it is otherwise? The answer we gave, it
will he remembered, was that there just is not anything outside the
nature of man or of animal that can act or operate so as (o bring the
two together—and that simply for the reason thal being an animal is
what man is, and no sort of exiernal cause is either required or pos-
sible for a thing to be the thing it is. On the other hand, with respect
to such a thing as the capacity for laughter, this is something that is
outside the nature of man and is not a part of what it is to be a man.
Hence in this case, the connection between the two needs (o he
medinted by something additional and over and above what is pro-
pounded in the proposilion .

But here once more it becomes apparent that there is an ambiguity
in the notion of proposition just as there was in that of meaning and
ol concept.  For proposition may mean cither the linguistic or logical
instrument through which somelhing is propounded, or it may mean
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that which is propounded or the fact that is being asserted and staled.
Hence when it is said that a metaphysical proposition such as “Acci-
dents are accidenls of substances™ is known simply through itself, the
self here relers to the fact itself that is being asserted or propounded,
not to the mere sentence or logical ool through which the intellect
propounds or recognizes this fact. In other words, there is nothing
in the facts or in the world that does or can account for accidents
being related to substances, other than just the fact itself that to be
an accidenl just is to be in or of a sabslance.

Who says, then, that the self-cvident truths of metaphysics cannot
be about the world and cannot even claim to be factual stateinents at
all? No; the self-evidence of such principles means just that they are
evident through the facts themselves that these principles are about
and nol through any other facts or anything else whatever. But with
this, we come back once more to our major thesis, that for St. Thomas
the khaatian problem as to how synthetic a-priori judgments are possible
does not arise, need not arise, and even in a sense cannol properly
arise at all. Indeed, whal was insiruclive about the case of Father
Copleston was that the only way such a problem could plausibly be
supposed to arise would be if one began to doubt whether the self-
evident principles on which Thomistic metaphysics rests are any more
than mere analytic truths and hence not truths about the world.  But
surely now we hope that we have not merely scotched this snake but
killed i1l

1

Bul ne, we are still nol entirely out of the woods. There is still one
Tast threal of a recurrence ol the problem of the synthetic a priori to
plague the philosophy of St. Thomas.  And in many ways this last is
the most serious of all. For granted that the ultimate logical basis of
Thomislic metaphysics is certain principia per se nota and granted
that these self-evident principles do give genuine information about
the world, and indeed about the very most basic fealures of the world,
still is there not a sense in which even these principles fall short of

331 take it that it is just this aspeet of  one and only one self-evident and neces-
the problem thatl Father Copleston wishes  sary existential proposition, namely 1he

to focus atlention upon by his very  proposition *God exisls” ™  (Aquinas,
suggestive remark, “Aquinas admitled p. 3.
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strict universality and necessity? Do they have any more than a hypo-
thetical necessity? And given that their necessity is hypothetical, is
not this sufficient to render such Thomislic metaphysical principles
synthetic in the Kantian scuse after alld 33

Now this difficulty, it would seem, can be manifested in two Ways.
First, if we examine once more the two examples of metaphysical prin-
ciples that we have drawn from Aquinas—that is, “Accidents are neces-
sarily accidenls of substances” and “Any thing that is participaled
being is caused”—we can readily see that both of these principles are
able to have factual import and to apply to the real world only if there
is such a world or a created universe for them to apply to.  And, of
course, for St. Thomas the existence of a created universe is not neces-
sary bul contingent upon God’s will.

But then, it would scem thal our supposed self-evident principles
could hardly be stinple but must be complex, and that their sclf-
evidence and necessity would pertain to them not in ioto bul only
in part.  For example, take the substance-accident principle.  While
it looks to be a simple categorical proposition, is it nol really to be
construed as two propositions: “If anything is an accident, then it can
only be the accident of a substance” and “There are such things as
accidents in the world”?  And when so construed, it is only the first
of the 1wo component propositions that would seem to be universal and
necessary and self-evideni; the seccond or existential proposilion would
surcly nol be any of these,

And now for the sccondary way of focusing the difliculty. If St. Tho-
mas’s self-evident principles, or at leasl many of them, are trulhs of
fact only insofar as there are facts for them lo apply to, and if the
existence of such facts of a created universe is a contingent matler, then
will it not likewise be contingent and open to question whether these
particular seif-evident principles or some others are the ones that apply
to the facts of our world? Toy example, if the created world is ordered
according to the principles of substance and accident, then will it be
truc universally and necessarily that in such a world accidents will be
accidents of substances?  Bul how can we then be sure that our world
is ordered according to subslance-accident principles, rather than ac-
cording to others? After all, just as other possible worlds are conceivable,
so also are other ordering principles conceivable as pertaining to this
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actual world here and now. Indeed nol only are such other orders con-
ceivable; others have actually been conceived as being the actual
order of our own very world. For example, instead of Aristotelian
substances, Whitchead conceived of our world as being nade up of
what he called actual occasions. Or again, present-day logical atomists
conceive of the world as being made up of bare particulars exemplify-
ing real universals. Now given such alternative conceivable orders,
how are we to know which order is the actual one? And with this
question, we would again seem to be face to face with the traditional
Humean and Kanlian difliculties. TFor it would seemn that it could not
be by expericnce that we know that the order of our world is one of
substance-accident, of causc-cffect, and so on, since cxperience can
never guaranlee the requisite universality and necessity of such prin-
ciples. Nor is it pure reason thal can inform us that the principles of
substance-accident, cause-cffect, and the rest are the ones that hold of
our actual world, since pure reason can at best acquaint us only with
possible principles and possible orders, not with actual ones. In
short, it is the Kantian question all over again, “How arc synthetic
a priori judgments possible?” And how this time can St. Thomas
escape the incidence of such a question?

Well, for better or for worse, we do not propose at the end of this
paper to deal with a queslion which can only serve as the beginning
of a new paper. Sulffice it merely to say that Kant’s question about the
synthelic a priori reminds one of nothing so much as a character from
classical mythology. When put down in one [orm, it quickly assumes
a different shape and renews the siruggle in a new guise and context,
And so having put down the synthelic a priori in the one conltext by
showing that sclf-evident truths can perfectly well be factual and in-
formative, the defenders of St. Thomas will now have to deal with
this new threat of the synthetic a priort by showing that human
experience is nol the sort of thing that either TTume or Kant thought it
to be. For cach of these thinkers in his own way tended to suppose that
what is given by the senses is one thing and what is given in intel-
ligence or pure reasou is another and entirely differen! thing, and the

24CEL the very perceplive and suggestive waukee:  Marquette Univ. Press, 1959),
remarks lo lhis effect in the essay by  pp. 228-44.
R, W. Schmidt, s.1., entilled “The Evi- 33(CL. my paper “On Trying lo Say and
dence Grounding Judgoients of Exist- to Know What's What”, Philosophy und
ence,” which appeared in An FEtienne  Phenomenological Research, XXIV, 83-96.
Gilson Tribute, ed. C. J. O'Neil (Mil-
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problem thus becomes one of how the twain shall meet. In contrast,
St. Thomas seems to feel that what a human being comes to under-
stand through the use of his inlellect or reason is not simply the
a-priori deliverances of a pure reason just as such; rather what a
human being comes to understand is nothing other than whal is given
to him through his senses, what he understands, to be sure, through
his intetlect and reason.? Morcover, if 1 may but suggest what 1 think
could prove Lo be the prime resource of St. Thomas in thus obviating
Kant's question, I would say that it lies in the simple fact that human
beins are able both to say and to know what things are.3® True, such
# buman knowledge of the “whal’s” of things is not infallible, but it
is undeniable.  The fact of such knowledge being undeniable, it turns
out thal in particular cases of our saying and knowing what the things
are that we experience, our knowledge proves o be an evident knowl-
edge, a knowledge which in the very nature of the case neither requires
nor can admit of some third thing, some unknown z, to make it pos-
sible. But if so, then once more it will be found that in the context of
St. Thomas’s philosophy there will be no need to pose the guestion,
“How are synthelic a priori judgments possibled”
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