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How would ~l. Thomas ;IIlSWf'r Kant's questicHl as to how synthetic

judgments a priOl'i arc possible;) EVC'll though to an historian of

philosophy such a questiou might seem to pose a veritable scholar's

nigh 1.111 a re (10 t rallsposc' a qllesl iOIl I'rom the context or one philosophy

II) thai or allolher is bad cnoul_dl, but when one has to leap over fiye­

IJlludlcd YC;IIs and shiH I'rom modern to medieval philosophy to do it,

Ihe task hegills 10 :lppear \vell-nigh falliastic), still, to a philosopher

,lUll particularly 10 a philosopher of Thonlistic leanings, the question

has such cOIII)lelling rO)TC ;IS to lw praclically inescapable. For does

il nol allllll81 :1111011111 to a ql)('slioll as to how St. Tholllas would meet

lit\' cha lIeng-I' of IlIod'Tn ph i loso(lhy jl

Nol thai the qill'si ion has 1I0t heen toucher! UpOIl hPl'ore, am} even

lepeatedly. Indl~ed, 10 cik but IJlI(' lilliahl(' n~c(,T1t example, Father

I:oplesloll a 1'1'\\ yl';lrS ago in Ilis ('('Illarkahlo lillie hook on Aquinas

hroached 111(' ql!(';;lion, and !'et without allernpl.ing really 10 answer it.

IlIs(ead, taking a look at sOllie of the typical !irst principles or self­

nident tl'Uths or St. Thomas's philosophy, Father Copleston remarled

that sillce the 10gic,Ii character or such principles seemed to be tlmt

n[ tl'llths at onc(' nl'CI'ssary :llId illformative, lie, Falher Copleston,

\lould think Ih:lI 'bey llIiglil. vNy properly he referred to as "synthetic

a·priori propositions." Needless to say, he was awnrc that such a tenn

inevitably carries with it Kant ian associations nnd that these are
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This relation is possible in two different WaVS. F:illlpr thl' plld.

icate n belongs to tlle subject A. as something which is overt1\

certainly alien to the philosophy of St. Thomas Aquinas. And yet for

311 lhat, his considered judgment was that such a term seemed to him

\0 be "a convenient one." 1

Now if it were only a malleI' 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 "synthetic a-priori proposition"

is no ordinary term (nor is it exactly a trivial philosophical term

either), one wondm's wbclher in designating St. Thomas's I1rst prill­

ciples as synthetic a-priori propositions, Father Copleston lIlay not

thereby have precluded himself from ever being able to answer the

question of how for St. Tholllas such propositions are possible. Or

beller, one wonders whether in the very use of such a term Father

Copleston Illay not have so boxed himself in that, when it comes to

'he question of how synthetic a-priori judgments are possihle for

~l. Tholllas, he elll oilly answer by transforIlling St. Thomas's realistic

mela physics into a t I'awscenden tal philosophy.

Superficially, of course, the question as to whetlH'l' propositions ma)

he divided into analytic and synthetic would app!)ar to be no more

Ihan a logical queslion; and Illure speci lically still, it would seem to be

nH'relya logical question as to 'he possib\l' kinds of predicable relation­

ships tliat can hold between the subjects and predicates of propositions.

Thus, as is well known, on the traditional Aristotelian doctrine of the

predicables there are five possible ways ill which predicate t('rrns can

be related to their subjects: a predicate may be either tbe genus of its

subject, ils differenlia, its dPlinilion (or Slwcil's),2 its property, or

ils accident. In contrast, Kant seems to want to condense these Ii\"('

relationships into two:

'F. C. Copleslon, .1,/ "in", (Penguill
Books, u)::JG) , p. 28, n. t.

'11 perllaps srarrely ""('i1s remarking
11".1 there is SO'"" di,!""" as 10 "IIdh"r
on Ihe tradilional dorlrine Ihe Ihird pred­
irahl" relalion is Ihal of definilion or of
species; and d{'lJcllding on \V}lf~lll('r one
opts for the one: altcrIlal.in' OJ' tll(~ olhf'f,
one's ('nLire conceplion of lhe nalure of
pJ"l',licahle relalionships may well II"
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~Ollle\Yhal tliffc-1'C'1l1. f\.'vp-rllll'Ipss, \hi~

issue i~ not releyant to the ronCI'rllS ('If
Ihe p("'""'nl paper.

3Crili'l"e of Pure 1I"asof!, A 6-7/0 10
(Kelllp Smilll Iranslation).

4This s('('ollll forlHula is ~I. TllOlllas\
Seo ST, (.1I, 'I. ().t, a. 2. III i/,id., I.
q. 2, :l. ·t, lin uses the loculion, "IJr'lf'di·
calnm illcilldilul" in ratiolle subjecti."

contained in t his 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 doctrine of the pre­

dicables, would there seem to he anything amiss with th is kind of

lOndensation. In effect, it seems to do no more than to classify the

first three predicable relations as analytic and the last two as synthetic.

And what, afler all, could be morc plausible? For on the traditional

doclrine, was it not often customary to characterize the relationships

of genera, of differelltiae, and of definitions or species to their subjects

as being relalions of inclusion ur containlllent-for example, praedi­

catum inest subjecto, or praedieatum est de ratione mbjecti? 4 In
contrast, as regards the last. two predicable relationships-that is,

property and accident- it has always beell considered that in such

cases tbe predicate COlICqlt is :,oIllehow "outside" that of the suhject.

Indeed, even \\-hen the predicate is a [!/'OpriLUH of the subjecl-for

example, risilJilis 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, wlll'n one pa:;ses fronl a cIJnsideration merely of fhe

dilTon'lIt possible rrlat inns as such of pr('dicate to suhject to a ('011'

sidnalioll of 111(' nill'ria for detennillillg thl' trllth of Ihe proposilioW'

in \\ hich prediratrs arlO so 1"ClaflOd to their sllbjectf', thell again tlll're

seems a slriking parallel betw('ell Kallt's divisioil of pl'OpositioJls into

analytic trutlls and syntlllOtic truths, ,nul the traditional di\ision illto

\\IJat llIight be called truIlls involving df'linilional l)f'edicales (gelll'ra.

differentiae, ddinitions) on Ihe Olle hand and truths involving pred­

icates like propr'rlies alld [leddents Oil the other. Thus, on tlle tradi·

tional scheme, how does one know that. proposiliolls involvillg deli­

nitiowli predicates arc tl'lIe;' The answer is tllal such propositioIlS in

t}1l' very natme of the case call onl.v be self·evident. 01' to speak in

the !:Ingllage of Arisloleliall logic, there just is 110t any way ill which

a syllogislic third It'nn IlIay 1)(' hrought 10 bear so as properly 10

!IIcdiale I,elw('('n a sllhj('ct and a prr'dical(' in tlln case of th(' first thn'n

pn:dicabk relationships. For illSl:lIlCe, in the case or a proposition like

"]\Ian is an anim:t!," how could 0110 possibly prove this syllogistically?

\Vhal sort of third or outside terlll cOIIld b(' hrought to bear that would
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justify or make evillent the fact that being ::m animal is simply a part
of what it is to be a lllan P This cannot be done for the reason tllat
nothing outside the thing itself 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 Ii teral sense.

But similarly, in Kant's account of analytic truths, he explains that
in all such trulhs "Ihe connection of the predicate with Ihe subject
is thought through identity."" III other words, the trulh of the prop·
ositioll is deterlllilwd simply through examining the proposition itself
and seeing that anything else would he self ·con tradictory. 6

On the other hand, when it is a property or an accident that is pred·
icated of a sub.jed, then on the traditional doctrine of the predicables
the question "\Vhy p" illl mediately becomes pertinent. Moreover, the

answer to 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 terms, so as to make evident or demonstrate their

connection with each other, this conllection not being self-evident or

evident frOIll a consideration of just those terms themselves. And
likewise, somewhat similar consideralions apply with respect to syn·

thetic truths on Kant's scllt'me. For these, ton, require the bringing
to bear of sOllie third thing or faclor, outside of the mere subject and
predicate concepts themselves, in order to evidence the truth of the
assert(~d connection bdween sllh.if~ct and predicate.

Apparently, then, thrre would serlll to be no reason why the tradi­
tional scheille of live predicable relationships could 1I0t be collapsed or
abbreviated into the simpler, twofold scheme of analytic relationships

on Ihe one hand and synthetic relationships on the olher. Accordingly,
thollgll one Illig-hi Iwrhaps want 10 argup with Fathrr Copleston as to

whether the so-called truths Ii('/' sc /lotn of Tbomistic metaphysics were

more properly to be c1assi ned as synthetic or as analytic, there would,

at least in the light of the foregoillg considerations, appear to be no
arglllllellt at all as to tbe propriety of applying l{ant's classincatory
scheme of analytic and synthetic to the propositions of St. Thomas's

ph ilosophy.

And yet no sooller has one carried out this easy n~conciliation of the
two logical doctrines than the whole enterprise has to be abandonefl
on account of a further ulIllOticed feature of Kant's otherwise quite
innocent-seeming division of propositions into analytic and synthetic.
For so far from this division being one that is based lIlerely on the
different ways in which predicutes can he related to their subjects or
on the different ways in which pr'opositions arc able to be verified, it
suddenly IlJrJlS ont to be, in addition, a division based on what might
be called the differing intentionalitics of propositions or lhe differing
intentional competencies or intentional reaches of the various types

and kinds of proposition. Thus ana lytic propositions, it turns out,
since they involve no more than a mere analysis of what is already
contained ill our concepts, arc held to be of 110 real factual import at

all. They tell us nothing and give no information of any kind abollt
the real world. Accordingly, any proposilioll that in any wise purports
to say what is in fact the case or that speaks to the question of what

is so in the real world~aIlY sllch proposition cannot possibly be an
analytic truth and hence mllst be classified as synthetic.

It is t!"lW Ihat Kant himself does not say in just these words that
analytic truths arc purely verbal or that Ihey tell us nothing about the

world or that in this sense they are completely uninformative. Such
lang"nagc is left for later so-called analytic philosophers 10 exploit.
Thus 10 citf' hut one particularly clear and, olle is tempted to add, cock·
sure example:

. we call COlltrast IlCr('ssary propositiolls such as "3 + 2 = fi",

"u thing canllot be red and green all over", "either' it is raining

or it is not raining", with contif/gent pI'opositiollS such as
"1\11'. Menzies is prime minister of Australia", "the earth is slightly
flaUf'ned at the poles", and "sugar is soluble in water". The prop­

ositions in the first class are guaranteed solely by the rules for
tiJ() usc of the symbols they contain. In the case of propositions
of the second class, a W'lluine possibilily of agreeing or lIol agree·
ing with reality is left open; whether they arc true or false
depends not on the conventions of our language but on reality. 7

'Criti,/"e of /'"re /leason, A 7(B 10.
GCr. l'roleuoll1cn" to IIny P"lure Meta·

l!hysics, [r'ans. Peler G. LLlcas (Man­
chesler: Mancheslcr IJniv. Press, JUGa),
p_ 17: "All analylic judgments rest
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wholly on the principle of conlrauiclioll.··
'New Essays in l'hilos0l'hin!l Theul·

0f/Y, cd. Flew all" MacInlyre, (New
York: Macmillan Co., l(l55) , 1'. :>8.

In othnr words, the relevant principle here seems to be Illat since in
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Ihe case of necessary (tltat is, analytic) truths their truth depends

simply on conventions of our language or on what happens to be con­

lained ill our concl'pts and not at all on the way the world is, for this

vcry rr[lson such trulbs cannol possihly he truths about thc world.

Now, 3S 1 say, thollgh Kant does not express himself in just this

Jangllnge, bolh the point ahout analytic truths being complPtdy non­

faelual as \HII as the principle upon which this resls are ullmistakably

recognized by' K3nl. Titus he says, for example, "The undl'rst311<ling

in its analytic elllploylllent is concerlll'd only to know whal lies in the
cOllcept; it is illdiffl'rPllt as 10 the ohjcd 10 which tllc conccpt IlW\'

3ppJy." 8 And still later in t1w lirst Critiqne he flatly del"lares, "All

existential propositions 3rc synlhplic." 0

But now given Ihis addi tiona 1 t wist, or if yOIl will this flHther con·

sequcnce, altendant upon the division of propositions inlo analytic and

synthrtic, it Iluickly !H'CO!llCS apparelll that the Kantian scheme of

analytic and synlhetic is thereby rendered totally irreconcilable with

the Iraditional doctrine of the five predicables. For on the laUer

doctrine, Ihp mrre fact thai a predicate terlll is rf'lated to its subject as

its gellus, diffl'rentia, definitioll, or sppcies cprtainly does not thcreb)'

render the re:"ulling proposition purdy verhal. if it did, allY sur'll

tllillg as so·called real ddlnilioJls wOll1d bl'COIlle an impossihility.

vVorse yet, olle ,0111d not ('\"('11 ulldertake to say, Illuch less to hlll'\\'.

\\hat anything rpally' is. Fm allY "\\hat" st[lteItlPllt all Ihe tradilioll;d

doclrine would nprd to he c1a:"siried undl'r one or the other of the first

RI;rifique oj Pure Reason, A 259/
13 315.

9I1>i</ .•." S~)R(H n21i.
IOThi:; is 1101 to say, of coursf', tI,al UII{'

lHigh' Ilul chalkJlg-e such a J-lrillcip1P 011
lIw ground thai ii, oppo,ilp was afl"r all
not ,clf-cl'Jllradietory. The Ari,lolplian
dndrille tll' !Ill' pol('olinl infinib' might
he said to i",ol\e jll,t sud I a ,-hall'·flR".
ILdhn [/11' onl) point \VI" are seeking 10
tualu'o IH're is that \\ lll:l!le[ in a givcH
inslanre III(' apl'pal (0 the priuciple of
l'Urdralliclion is legiliul(l!C or 110(, ill till'
·V(~I"Y naillre (If lltl' case this is 1I1P only
kind of apppal Ihal can serve as a proper
verificatiun for Ihis parliclliar kind of
statement or judgnwnl.

11 Perhaps Olle luight wish Lo argue
that lhis parlicular principle is, in
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ArislotcIian Illelaphysirs, Ilot so llllWiJ

firsl as deriva l.ive. Bill evrn so, lhis
\\ould nol rnalcri;'\lly affed lhe argu­
!IIenl here heing dev,·]0l""!. For "llelh"r
lhis principle, is in farl all nltimale firsl
principle or nol is irrdevanl. EVPIl if
it \vpre 1101, it \\Dud 1)(' deri,cd frolll ;'\

prilleipk 'hal was firsl, awl fin·" pn'ci­
sely in Ihp sense Illal. the ullin,al" 1"51
of ils tnIlh mllitl ollly h" the fad Ihol
all)'lh.ing else \\'(lull\ be i1H'OllCf'hnhlc or
setf,colliradiriory. It is Ihis point Ihol
"e wish 1o tlden,] >s 10 the kiIi<j of
,,'rifiralion Ihat is ultimately re'luirt,tI
for melal'hy,i<-al principles, nol ti,e par·
licnlar exa/llple Ihal. !IIay hnve !>",'n
dlosen in order lo illustrate the (,oilil.

12Aqlli/ltls, 1'1'. RO-81.

I
IhrAP, predicable relationships. And if all of lhese relationships al'e

held to issue in statements that are purely verbal, there would then be

no possible way in which one could say or know what anything is all

all.

l\Ioreover, the consequence for metaphysics, particularly if wela·'

physics be conf'idered to be in SOII\e sense or other a scieuce o[ Ii,.:"t

principles, would he disastrous. For sirnply as a malll,r of historic'al,

fact, lhe key principles that han. operated in traditional \Vl'slcrn Inl'\:I'

physics, Thollli~tic or otherwi~e, are prillcipll'~' whosl' warrallt would I

apprar to consist simply in tlie fact lhat any tiling elsr ,w,uld 1)(' i l\'

conceiYalJle, thaI their opposites would be self-conlradiclory. For

example, considl'r Leibniz's famous principle enunciated in lhe S('COlld

paragraph of Ihe MOHad%gy: "And there must be simple subslancf's,

since there arc compounds; for a compound is nothing but a collec- I

tion or aggrcylltlwL 01' simple things." Now, quite apart from LeilHliz's

own concern with the d istinclion between truths of reason and tm t hs of I

fact, let us just ask ourselves what sort of warrant or justification could

we or anyone else give for such a principleil What sort of evidence'

could one adduce fOI' the truth of such a staleIllput, or Oil what sort of

grounds docs one make an assertion like lhisP vVauld not Ihe allswer,

have In be to the dfect that in the very nature of t.he case lilat which
is COIl1POlllld Hlllsl ultimalely be made up of Silllplps,lO that arrvlhing,

else wOlild be contrary to the VClY nalure of a compound or would be

incompal ihlc wilh the very Illeaning or the tf'rll\.
Or ag;lin, cOflsidpr Ill(' SOli of W:lITant thal mighl hc givell for a

Iypicall'rillciple in Aristotelian IIIl'laphysies, such as, say, the principle

Ihal accidl'nls IIlIlst be accidents of substances." As Falhn COplestoli

stairs the Cilse:

.. lhe slalclIll'llls whieh he [lhe ordinal''y IlIaUJ makes imply a

recognition in IJracfise of a distinction hetwecn things and t!lf·ir '

lIIodifkatiofls, bel\Yl'pn "suhslanee" anti accidents, between tlmt

of which we predicate qualitips, lluantity, nllli relations and qual­

ilies and rdaliolls which exisl only as qnalitil's alid relatio!ls ()f

that of which tlipy [He Illetlicall'o. Vve can say that Peler is sit­

ling on a chair, but lIobody would expect 10 encounter Ilw rela­

lioIl of "silling 011" existing as an enlit.y apart [rom any silter. 12

51. Tholnlls and Synthetic Judgml'flls J1 Pril)ri
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And why woulJ not one expect this? One is inclin('d to supplement

Father Copleston's account by saying that one woulu not expect this
for the v('ry reason that an acciclPnt such as sitting, by its very nature,
can only bc a quality or position of something, that anything else

would he unthinkable because self-contradictory.

But now if on the Kantian view any judgment tltat is warranted

simply hy the principlc of contradiction is an allalytic truth ,\!lei as
such not a Iruth about the world al all, thcn what is onc to make of
the characteristic judgmcnts of 1ll('laphysics? As Kant sc('s it, one
cannot consider such judgments to be analytic, since that would mcan
that melaphysics, so far froIII being about being, as Aristotle thought,
would not be aboul being at all. The assertions of llIetapbysics would
instead be purdy verbal, nothing more. Accordingly, if one insists
that Illetapbysical judgnlC'nts ar(' 1I0t pnrely verbal but are, or at least
pretend to be, assertions about the 1V0rld or about the nature of Ihings,
then Kant insists Ihat th('r(' is no ulternative but 10 r('garu metaphysical

judgments as being syntbetic. But as we have already note'll, in Kant's

eyrs, a synthetic judgment, since its Imth is not evident from a con­
sickr-ation of the terms themselves, requires some third thing, some
faclor outside of and otber 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 A a predicate B
that is fOrl'ign to this concept, which it yet at the same time con­

siders to be connected with iLl3

third thing, or the unknown =X, JIlIISt be sought elsewhere than in

experience. But where is it to be sought then ~

To this Kant's w(~II-known answer is that Ihe hasis ancl warrant for
the universality and necessity of metaphysical judgmcnts can only be
fraced to lhe fact that such principles as, for examplc, the causal prin­
ciple or the substance-accident principle arc the very conditions of "the

possibility of experience," the very conditions of our being able to have
any experience of a world at all, tile very conditions of the possihility of
onr ever knowing anything as an object. 14 ~loreOVl~I', in providing this

kind of warrant for synthetic a-priori princip!C's, Kant has clearly alld
consciously transformed such principles from being metaphysical prin­
ciples of being or reality into transccndrmtal principles of OUI' knowl­
edge or experience of reality and of the world.!". As he remarks,

There nrc 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 representation possible, or the
reprrsentation alone must make the object possible. In the

fonner case, this relation is only empirical, and the representation

is never possible a priori. . .. Tn the latter case, representation
in itself does not produce its object in so far as existence is con­
cerned, for we arc not here speaking of causation by means of the
will. Nonetheless the rcpresental ion is a priori determinant of
the object, if it be the case that only through the representation
is it possible to know anything as an object.t 6

And what can tltis third thing, this unknown=-X, be~ Well, it
cannot he expericnce, hccause, unlike synthetic judgmenls a posleriori,
the juclgnH'nts of Illelaphysics lay clairn to universalily allil llcc('ssilv.

And no amount of empirical observation of accidents heing in sub­

stances, or of effcels followiug upon caus('s, Kant insists, can ever be

sufficient to ground a universal and necessary judgment. lIenee the

I"Critiq"c of /',,1''' llCllson, A !.lIB 13.
BOn 1I1t'.,e expressions, sec Critique oj

Pure lleaBOIl, § 14, (Kemp Smilh, PI'. 125­
26).

Isef. I'ralegomcnll, PI'. GO-51: "flu t
the word Iranscendental, which for me
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neyer lllCan;.; a reference of our kllo\\ I·
edge to Ihings, bill only 10 our III,.ul!.v
o/lcnoll'iug. "

IGCrili'}"e of Pure HcasoH, A D2(B

124-25.

Tteturning then to our original question <IS to bow St. Thomas might
best deal with Kant's question concerning how synthelic judgments

a priori arc possible, we wonder if Father Copleston may not have given
hostages, if not to fortune, then at least to Kantians, in suggesting
that the basic principles of Thomistic metaphysics arc in the nature

of synthetic a-priori truths. For then there would seem to be 110 way
of accounting for such principles save in the way Knnt docs. And if
Aquinns were to account for his metaphysical principles in this way,

then instead of a philosophy of being qua being, Thomistic realism

St. Thomas and Synthetic Jadyml'llts A I'riori
Henry B. Veatch

247



They can he said to he analytic, if an analytic proposition IS

defined as a proposition "hich is seen to be necessarily tnw once

tlJ(~ tenlls arc unuerstood. But if nn annlytic proposition is

Ilndl'l'slood as one wlliclt snys nothing except ahout the use of

SYlllhols, Aquinas would not admit that his /Irincipia pa Sl~ nola

;I\'C analytic in this sense.'8

would have suducnly been tramiformed into a transcendental philos­

oplty, no more, no less.

It is true, of course, Ihat Father Copleston is quite well aware that

those propositions which Aquinas would hold to br, pCI' sc nota are

considered by Aquinas to be at once "necessary and yet at the same

time [10] give information about reality." It For this reason, Father

Copleston explains, sllch self-evident principles are both like and un­

like Kant's analytic truths:

However, Father Copleston does not sec fit to explain how it is pos­

sib\P for s\lch self-evident principles of Aquinas to he both necessary

and inforlllalivr. Instead, one sllspecls that Father (oplrslon IIIny

have heen somewhat uncasy 011 this point. And being t hilS uneasy, he

appears 10 hnvI' lwen dl'sirous of apl"'oxilllating, so far ns l'0ssihlP.

Sf. Tholnas's 1l1f'laphysical principles to the sorts of thillgs Ihat Kallt
\\'olild call a-priori sylltlletic trutlls.l~ [t is almost as if Father Cople­

stOll had said to ltilllSI'If, if tlte so-called self-evident tl'llt1ls of 1110­
mislic 1lll'lapltysics are COllst J'lwd as alia lytic truths, then 0111' ('all

ulldl'rstand how they can claim to be necessary, but OlW wOllld be hard

JlIII to it to IInd('rslalld how they cOlild eycr be illformative; act'lJllI·

ingly. Sll ppose we Iry tlte othel' a!tel'!wti ve of conslrui ng sllch IlII'ta­

physical first principles ns if they were synthetic a-priori prillciples;

17/1qllinos, p. 28.
18f1Jid.
l'Apologi,'s arc doubtless dlle Fallu'r

Copleston for tbe admilte,lty very speeu­
btive accollllt of his Yi"ws \\Ideh follows
and which r:""er fancifully speks to
supply some of Ille reasollS tllal pl'''­
slIlllalily TIl \1st hne led him to make
mallY of the ratller cryplic assections
\\ hidl Ill' do,,, make ill IIis A,/uillas. My
cOllCA:'rll tIC'IT, be il adrnilled, has 1Iot

IIeell to ,10 justice to Falher Copleston so
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,"ucll as 10 set forLII a \\ay of i\llel'pl'd.
ing- Aquinas against a hackgrollnd of
Kanliall critical philosophv. \\hich.
\\'IIite il Illay Il{' lilallsihle and helllr
('\.cpedingly leloptillg, IIcvprlhelco;s Ii:!,
the effect, it wOllld seem 10 me, of
seriollsly urlllert'lIlting tll<' I'ealislir lIIela·
I'"ysie, of Sl. Thomas. But that slIeli a
way or inkrprctal.io" (':111 bn proIH'r1~

fal.hpred UPOIl FalilPI' Copleslon is qup'=.·
tiona"te, Ln say th .. "'ast.

2l1;1'I',il!11S, PI'. 2R-29.

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

However, if this is in fact the cOlll'se of Father Copleston's interpreta­
tion and if one undertakes to follow him in this course, then one is IIp

against Ilie dilTiculty that certainly for Aquinas his self-evident prin­

ciples are unmistakably principles whose truth is known directly uJlon

their terms beillg known. And this would appear to mark such truths

as being analytic rather than synthetic, which is just what Father
Copleston wishes to avoid.

Presumably it is to I!Il'et this difliculty that Father Copleston thell

proceeds to attribute 10 Aquinas a rather curious doctrine; that is, a
doctrine of "two types of self-evident principles."

The first type consisls of those propositions in which the pred­
icate "falls under the definition of the subject", that is, in which

the predicate gives the whole or part of the ('OIl1lotation of the

subject or is contained in the intention of the suhjf'ct. Definitions

arc of this type, and pmely formal propositions like A is A. The

second type consisls of those propositions in which the predicate

is an attribute or property which belongs necessarily to the
subject. 20

Now all this is passing strange. I\'ot only does Fathl'r Copll'ston not

lell III' just where in SI. ThOlllns one Illny find any such explicit dif­
fprentiation between two types of self-evident propositions, but in

;Iddilion the very account which Father Copleston himself gives of the

,ccond type of self-evident trutllR wOllld seem In rule out the possibility

of snch truths being Pl"OPI~rly self-evident truths at all. For the ac­
counl is ckarly an account of statemcnts in which tile predicate [crill

i'i not dl'linitionally rel;lted to the subject but rather is a property of

the subject. Hut in the context of Aristotelian logic, propositions ill

which properties are asserled of their subjects are, ill the nature of the

case, held to be propositions that are demonstrable; and thev arc

demonstrable precisely in the ~ense Ihal lhl')' admit of an oulsi;Je or

third lerlll "hich Ciln mediate between the suhject and predicnle of the

condllsiOlI; ano conse\[ uen t1y, bei ng demon~trable an d hence lIIediatf'iy

eyidnnt, they are cknrly to be distingnished from principles Ihat are

indemonstrahle afld illl!llediatcly evident. To recur once more to

St. 'l'lwmas and Synthetic JwlfJIH('nts A jJr;or;
lIenry n. V"aldl
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the fnmiliar, hackneyed, hut still very [Iseful examples', "~Inn is cnpable
of laughter" is a demonstrable proposition, whereas "l\lan is rational"
or "l\lan is animal" arc not. And why ~ Simply because in the first
case, man's capacity for Inughter can be explained through the reason
of man's hr:ing a rational anilllal, whereas for man's being rational or
heing an animal no reason or rensons can be given at all. Ilrnce these
lattel' arc truths per Sf' nota, whereas the fonner, being a truth in which
the predicnte is an atlribute or property of the subject, is just the sort
of truth that is demonstrable and ns such not self-evident at all.

'Vhy, then, should Father Copleston lJave chosen to regard such
princi pies as self-eviden t, nlbeit sel f-evident o[ a special type ~ The
answer, 1 bC'!ieve, becomes clear as soon as one considers the particular
example which Father Copleston givrs o[ such a self-evident principle
o[ the second type.2! His exnmple is none other than the causal principle
itself, "Everything which begins to exist begins to exist through the
agency o[ an already existent being." And the interesting thing about this
principle, Fnther Copleston notes, is that for St. Tholllas this is not n truth
which is evident merely from the uefinitions o[ the terms involved.
Ill' even quotes SI. Thomas's explicit assertion to this effect: "HelaLion­
ship to a cause does not enter the definition of a being which is

causerl" (517',1, q. 44, a. 1 ad, 1).

Accordingly, in this example 1"nther Copleston would seem La have
n clear case of a mctaphysical principle which St. Thomns himse][
would certainly regard as being a necessary trnth but which at the
sallie time he explicitly dellies to be any merc trulh by definition. And
this for Father Copleston menns tlwL it is not a truth nbout which one
has to worry whether il is, as one says, "merely analytic" and hence not
a tmlh about the world at all. Instead, as Father' Copleston sees it, it
can serve as a perfect rxample of what Kant would call a s)'nthetic
a-priori principle. At the salllc Lime, Father Copleston is sensitive to
the [act that Aquinns docs consider that principia per sc nota com­
prise a not inconsiderable or insignil1cant pntt of philosophy in general
and metaphysics in particular. And so, in order not to have to dis­
credit St. Thomas's metaphysics by loading it with self-evident prin-

21/flid., p. 2D.
2 2SI', I, 'I, H, a, I ad 1 (I'('~is

Irall,lalioll, Ib"dolll 1t0""'1.
2:1'1'1,(, dislillcl.iOIl k[\\,'ell 1'",'dica),lc

relations that are essclltial alld tho", lliat
ar~ acridl'lIlal is originally appropriah~
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to essences whidl are ~llbsllJnablc under
lhe ealegl)ri('s, alld "('ncc it is only),)'
exlcrbion a"d t,y all;Jlo~y thai, it is made
to appl.y t(~ notions that tr'ans~:'tIl~ lh~

fa Leg-ones ill fhe Ina Ill)(~r of bClIlg I

lIbcillg caused," and so 011.

ciples that are no more tlwn uclinitions and heIlcr, noninfonnntive, and
in order at thr snmc time to credit it with principles of Lhe type of the
causal principle Ihat are not dclinitions and yet al'(' necessary in the
manner of self-evidenl t/'lltlts, Father Copleston would npp<'ar 10 haw'
inrentcd a special logical classification-what he calls self-eviriPnt
principles of Ihe second type-anu then to have foisted such a clas­
sification on St. Tholl las.

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

Though relation to its cause is not part o[ the del1nition of a
thing caused, still it follows ns a result o[ what belongs to its
nature. For, from the fnct that a thing is being by participation,
it follows that it is cnused. Hence such a being cannot be with­
out being caused, just as man cannoL be without having the
faculty of laughing,22

Now what Aquinas seems here to be saying is that being caused is to
Ihe being that is caused milch as the [acuity o[ laughing is to a hUIIl,ln
being. The predicable relation in both cases is that of a property to
ils subject. But then in neither case is the relation self-evident in the
propel' sense. Bather, in both cases the relation is delllonstrable. Just
as the facully of laughing llIay be shown to pertain necessarily to n",n
in virtue of \vhat he is-that is, a rational animal-so being related to a

cause lIIay be shown to pertain necessarily to anything that is en used
in virtue of what such a thing is-thnt is, a being by participation.23

!lloreover, consider what this demonstrability o[ the causal prin­
ciple implies for SI. Thomas. It implies thnt allhough this principle
just as such is not a self-evident trulh in the sense of heing a truth in
\\'hich the predicate fnlls under the definition of the subject, it is
nrvrrlheless dependent upon, alld derivntive from, a trulh which is
self-e\'ident in just this sense-the principle, that is, that "nnythiIlg tlwt

8t. Thomas and Synthetic ,f IldgmclI ts A Priori
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i:- being by participation if' a thing that is caused." And so, what of
Fat her Copleston's elaborate and sOlllcwhat contrived expedient of
construing St. Thomas metaphysical principles as being self-evident in
Ihe manner o[ Iype 2, so as to avoid having to consider his metaphysir:s
as ref't'llIg ultiuJ:1tely upon principlcs that arc sclf-cvident in thc man­
ner of type 1, thesc last being suspect on the ground that they are onl?'
dennitionally tme and hence uninformative? The answer is that It
<nails nothing. For in the very passage which Father Copleston cites
from A(luinas as exhibiting a self-evident prinr:iple of the second type,

this principle is explicitly interpreted by !\'1uinas as being deppndent

upon a self-cvide.nt principle of the first type.
Coming around again to the issue between Aquinas and Kant and to

the question as to how synthetic judgments a priori are possible, the
issue, it would scern, can now be reduced to quite simple terms.
Either there are nJetaphysical principles such as are true simply ill
virtue o[ the lIIeanings o[ thc terms involved and such as arc at the
saJllc tillle genuinely informative, or else there are no such principles.
If there are such principks, tllPn Aquinas has got it mad(" so to speak,
so far as the logical structnre and order of his metaphYf'ics is con·
cerned; the truths of lIIetaphysics will be either self-evident principles

01' truths that are dependent upon such principles?4 Not only that, but
in snch a context Kant's 'lucslion as 10 how synthetic a-priori judg­
llIent~ arc possible can <lppear <IS lillIe more than "irrelcvant, ill1­

llIalerial, incolllpclcnt, alld to be ~tricken [rom the record." For if
Aquin;1s were to adlllit the use of a tcrlll stich as "synthetic a priori"
at all, he would need to constrtle it as designating those propositiolls

"Perhaps it should be remarked that
merely because St. Thomas thought of
his metaphysics as resting ullilllat('ly
upon pri/lcipia fler se /Iota, il shoul,1 "ot
be supposed that he lherefore thought
thai "by a purdy deductive and quasi­
IIlathClnatical method \\e could not only
deduce the general system of reality Lut
also Illake ne,v faclual discoveries"
(Aquinas, p. 2:3). Father Copkstoll's
disc",sion is excellent on Ihis very point
of di,linguishing SI. Thomas's way of
doing melaphysics from Ihal of Ihe
"'rationalist' metaphysicians of the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries"
(illid.).

'>Again, it shoulll he noled (ef. n. n
ahove) that it makes liUle difference thaI
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in pradice We arc not always ahte to tell
whelher a particular metaphysical prin.
ciple we happen to be workiug with is
self-evident or demonslrahlc in I(,rms of
;l higher prindpk; in principle, though,
Uw togic of the malleI' is cinar-Oil \l,e
one haml, there arc irumclliatcly evhlelll
trulhs, anll on the other hand medialely
evident ones dep"!H!ent upon the former.
Fallier Cop!,'slon's mistake snelllS to he
Ihat h"ving noliced Ihat Illan~ key 1I\('!:l.

ph)"'i.. al principles are not strielly sp<",k·
ing 'WI' sc nota, he \yanls 10 condudr
frolll Ulis t.hat perhaps lhey arc ""I
derived from such self-n\i.lcnt principles
aL all, being instead synU)('lic a-priori

truths.

whose predicate terms are relat.ed t.o their subjer:ts as necessary aUri­
buIes or propert.ies of those subjecls. And as to tile possibility of such
proposi tions, there :-i III ply is liD prohlem for Aq u inas, for in princi pin
thcy can all he derive(l frolll self-evident principles by the ordinary
process o[ syllogist ic deIllollstralion. 25

On the other hand, if there are no self-evident principles lhat are at
once necessary and infornmtive, then Aquinas and his metaphysics arc
indeed undone. And ill their stead what. one will have at the most
will be synthetic a-priori propositions in the strict Kantian sense 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 but transcendentally true,

as being the condit ions of the very possibility of experience.

And as for Falller Copleston, it should now be clear that on this
issue of the synthetic a priori what he was really allmnpting to do was
to slip between the hOrrJs of t1)(~ dilelllma of Aquinas with his self­
evidcnt principles on the one hand and Kant with "is principles tllat
are the conditions o[ the possibility of experience on the other. Bllt
unhappily, to sl ip bet ween these two is someth ing that just cannot be
done. For what Father Copleston is in effect proposing is that we

regard the principles of Thomistic mctaphysics as being in the nature
of synthetic a-priori truths <lnd that we then stop there. But, un­

fortunately, one cannot stop there. Supposing t!Jat such metaphysical
trullis are not evident in thelllselves, then lhey will eilher llavl' to be
justif1cd in lhe way SI. Thomas docs, by tracing them back to principlcs
thaI are s('lf-evid('nt-in which case they would not be synthetic a­
priori truths in the propel' scnse at all-or thcy will have to he justified
iII lhe way Kant undertakes to do, hy treating them as conditions of
the possibility of experience-in which case they have ceased to be ill
any ~cnse principles of a realistic metaphysics such as that of Aquicws.
III short, on the issue o[ the possibility of the synlhetic a priori, there

just is not any way of avoiding a cllOice as between A'luinas nnd
Kant. One either has to fIsh (and as a fisherman, 1 am tempter! to add,

for real fish) with Aquinas, or be content to cut bait with Kanl.

St. 'l'lwlIlas and Synthetic .Judumellls A Primi
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Very well, supposing that we are finally resolved to fish with A.quinas

and nol "ut bait with Kant, docs that put an end to the malleI' of the
synthetic a prioriP Unhappily not. For while our ohjpcl lesson in the

perwlI of FatlH'I' Copll:ston has made it clear that there is no way

in which tlte qucstion of synthetic a-priori truth can be grafted on to

the philosophy of St, Thomas, it has at tlte same time made it equally

clear that the irrelcvance and incompetence of this question with

respect to St. Thomas are ent irely conditional upon there being such

things as truths that are evident in themselves and at the SUfle tillle

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 tl'uthsP And if

Aquinas did not 01' could not do this, then the problem of the syn­

thetic a priori is right back on aLII' doorstep; and with it the entire

Kantian solution to the problem will be right there too, waiting to

get in the door as well. Indeed, if our foregoing diagnosis of Father

Copleston's predicament was correct, his whole trouble C(III be said

to have ariscn simply frolH 11 is doubts as to whether thrre could be

such things as factually truc statemcnts which at the sallie 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

dOllbls~

Nevertheless, I would make bold to suggest that douhts of this sort

rest on a misunderstanding and that once one correctly understands

the nature of truths that nre said to be evident in themselves, one call

readily sec that there is no reason at all why sllch truths should not

be illformatiYe 01' should not he trulhs ahout the world,
Let us again consider the argulllent against sr,lf-evident truths being

factual. As stated above,zr. the argllIlIent COIJlrs down to this: If a

statement depends for its truth solcly on the definitions of the terms

involved or morely on the conventions of language or simply on what

happens to be contained in our concepts and not at all on the way the

2·Cr. pp, 2.j.;~-44_

2'In anolher p"per enlilled "The
Truths of Mclaphysics," in The Heuiew
of Metaphysics, vol. 17 (1964), 372-95, I
have tried in rather more detail,
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thollgh I daresay with equal lark 01
Sllcress, 10 de,,1 with Ihis cllrrellll~'

f"sh;on,\hlc snobbery low,mt the usc 01
sell-evident trulhs in philosophy_

world is or on what the statement purports to be about, then how can

such a statement possibly be a statement abollt the world or give any

informal ion abollt facts in the world P
Thlls to tnkc SOJlI(~ examples, "AllY younger son is a brother" or "tI.

bachelu,' is an UJllllarript! /lIan," Now who would claim that SllCh

statements give geJluine information about the natural worldP Do we

learn from Ihem faels about the biological or the physiological realm in

the way we do from statements like "Olltogeny recapitulates phylogeny"

or "Sugar is soluble in water" P Of course not. And why not P Clearly,

the answer is that slntelilents such as the first two are no more than

linguistic truths. They simply rellect the meaning and usage of Eng­

lish words like "brother," "bachelor," and so on. Hence they give

no information ahoul the world of nature. Moreover, the Hlark or
criterion of the purely verbal character of such statements is Ihat in

order to know thnt a statement like "A younger son is a h,'other" 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 tlte other hnnd,

to know that SUgil/' is soluble in water, it is not enough just to consult

the diet ion:uy; it is TH'Cessnry to look at the facts.

And so, forlilied in his self-righteollsncss by such ohviollsly telling

considerations, any self-n'specting modern allnlytic philosopher is only

too eager to apply conside/'ations uf the sort to any and a 1\ meta­

physical principles which a thinker like Aquinas would consider to be

WI' Sf nota; and the results ar(' nothing short of devastating?7 For

take the two principles "I\ny accident must be an accident of a sub­

stance" ane! "Any thing that is being by participation is caused_" The

truth of these is said to be self-evident, and what does that meany It
/IIpans that the very meaning of accident, for example, reqllires that

it be of a suhstance, thaI anything else would simply be unthinkable

because self-contradictory. Bllt is not such an explication of the trulh

ofa self-evident metaphysical principle strictly comparable to the explica­

t ion of I he t ru tlr of" A you uger son is a brot her" P In the one case as in the

ollH'r, I he trul II of the stalement depends ouly on the meaning of tlle

lel'lIIs ill valved; and in neit her case docs one ha ve to conduct an empirical

investigation of the facts to ascertain lhe statement's truth, as one

dol'S in the case of, say, "Sugar is soluble in water." Indeed, such a
require/uellt would be as ridiculous in the case of "Any accident is
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n~cessarily an nccidcnt of a sllh~tnllce" as in the case of "Any younger

son is necessarily a brolheL" For Ihis is just the poinl of "nyiug that

principles like the substance-accident principle or the c:lIIsal principle

;Ire self-evident. Thp)' are evident simply Ih""ugh thplllsplvps; and

hence one does not have 10 go outsidp, IIH'lIl--pil!ll'1' 10 cX\l('l'icllce, or

to a third or mcdiating terlll, or 10 SOllie unkllowll x-in order to

determine their truth. But t hell t.he elllbaITassing con~efJllence follows

that if t.he self-evident principles IIpon which a realistic metaphysics

is supposed to rcst are such t.hat t.o asccrt:lill thpir truth on~ docs not

have to look at Ihe facts or at the rcal world at all (one onl.y has to look

at those statements themselves and the meanings of the terms in­

volved), then clearly such slatements cannot be statcm('nts about the

facts or about. the real world OJ' about being or aboul reality or aboul

anything of Ihe sort. No; all such presumed lIletapbysical truths turn

out to he purdy verbal, nothing mOl'e.

Now in making rcjoinder to this al'guillellt, I should like to make two

points. In the lil'st place, J would like 10 suggest that tbe conclusion

Ihilt acluLdly follows from the ;lI'gulllcnt is not the conclusion thaI

has custollHlrily been suppusel! to follow. i\ lid in the second place, evcn

supposing the conclusioll to follow from the argumcnt, tire antecedent

upou which Ihe cOllsequent lIepemb contains a serious ambiguity.

This having once been cle:ll'ed up, the whole argullIent is thcrehy

rendered ilTrlevant and innocuous so far as the principia [iC/' se /Iota
of St. TllonHls arc concerned,

To take IlIl' first point first, As U~\Ially stated, the argument against

1IIl' posi-;ihilit~· of self-evident principles evrr being truths about Ihr

world lakes the following abbreviated form: Since lire tl'1ltlr of Stich

a self-evident statement depcnds only all the meaning of Ihe words or

lerms inyolvccl, such a statement call1wt be a statement about the

facts but only a statement about ils own words or terIllS. The stalr­

ment is purcly verbal, in olher words. BIlt when cast in this form, t1H'
<Jrglltrlcl\t would seem 10 do 110 less than commit the obvious fallac~

of coufusing use with mention?" Thus merely because I usc ccl'laill

words or lellllS in makillg a statement, that cerlainly does not mean

that Illy slatement is about those words or terms. In the statemenl

"It llIighl also 1,1' ('"lIcd a cOIl/""ion or
per~oIlal ,dlh nlall'rilll supposilioll, or
I'Pr!laI'S C'''" or firsl wilh sccond inl"I1­
tinn.
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"Any accidenl is an accidelll of a substance," for example, [ cerlainly

do usc the worl! "accident," and I use the word as having a certain

meaning or signdicance; and yet Ihat still does nol mean that my

slalf~llIenl is about lire llIeI'fl word ":wcidellt" or flVPII :,hollt the llIere

meaning of IIr(, Ipl'Ill. No, thp slatenlent is abollt accidenls,

Of course, I can lIIake a stalemellt about a word 0[' about a mere

meaning. I can say, for exaJllple, "The word 'accident' in English is

so used as 10 imply the further locution 'of a subslance,'" But still,

even Ihough J cau tllllS frame a sentence in which I mention word5

or meanings which J have used in olher sentcnces, that does not mean

Ihat in the oJ'igiual sent ence, "Accidenls arc accidents of Sll bstance,"

what 1 am lalking about is the word or the meaning of accident, and
not the thillg,

Likewii-;e, if one wishes, one can perhaps reasonably argue that if I
have no olhf'l' evidence for the truth of a statement like "Accidents

arc accidenls of substances" thall the mere meanings of the words and

terms involved, LlH'1l J do 1101. have adequate evidence for the truth of
the statement itself. But Iilis is a very different thing from saying tlrat

if the meaning of Ilw terll1S is the only evidence I ha ve foJ' Ihe truth

of the statl'llIcnl, Ihen tlte stalpment itself i~ not a ~tatemenl abollt

accidents but only about accident, the word as a word, Again, this

would be a patent confusion of use with mention. Yes; ann cannot

bul suspect that it was just some such confusion as tlris that was

operativl' cven in Kant's pronouncement. that "tire unflcrstanding in

its analytic emploYll1f'llt is concerned only to know wlrat lies in the

concept; it is indifferent to the object to which the concept may
apply." 29

And now for the second point of rejoinder-and this after all is the

1I11l]'(\ important. Even if il be shown that from t.he mere trulh con­

dilions of so-called sPif-evident propositions aile cannot legitimately

illf('r lliat stich propositions are no more thall stalelilents aboHI I1wir

own terms :llld Iheir meanings, thaI still docs not suOice to reinstate

,urh proposilions ;IS slalemcnls about lire world. To accomplish this,

one has 10 cxalllille rnther more closely the logic of the crilici~m that

,eeks to deprive self-cvident truths of any and all factual imparl. For
the argument is Ihat if the truth of a slalement depends only on the

meanings of the t.erms involved, then sllch a statement cannot be a
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truth about the world. Now suppose we grant for a moment the

cogency of the inference. Still is there not a cOl-tain ambiguity present
in the antecedent~ Thus as regards the key word, "meaning," is not
t.his a word that is to be interpreted as signifying now the mcaning,
and now again the thing meanti)

For example, an inslancc which Sl. Thomas giv{'s of a proposition
"hidl is known to be tl'ue, once the IIlcanillgs of thp terlils an' 1\lIOWn
and undcn.;[ood, is the proposition "M;llI is an animal." 30 Bllt clearly,

the self-evidence of this principle cIoes lIot have to tllrll on ollr under­
standing the meaning of mall or of animal in the sense of the linguistic
or psychologil:al or logical instrument or vehicle of such meaning.

No; it IlIay quite well and presumably actually does IlIrn on the nwan­

ing of these terlllS in tlte sense of thaI which is llIellnt. Purely objec­
tively and quill' apart frolll our thoughts or meanings, a human being

is just the kind of being that is an aninlill."'

Lik{'wise, a word such as "concept" is ambiguous in a way similar to

that of "meaning." For by the word "concept" we may Illean either
that which is conceived, the object of our concept, or the conceiving,
the laller lwing taken as llIl'rply the Illpans or instrument thl'OlIgh
which the object is thus conceived. Accordingly, when in the caSC of

"'Ian is 11llilnal" one say:-; lli;,t this is tl'IIC sill\[lly on the gnHlnd that the
predicate is already containpd in the concept of the subject, is it not
perf"dly plausible to interpI'l't this ;IS llIc;lning that animal is bound

up in the very nature of man, as being a part of the very thing that is

~;U1"or cxarllple, in ST, I, q. 2, :t. l.
:'l.lln olh('1' words, as is quite wf'11

known but. all too frequently overlOOked,
as SI. TI,onl<'s uIlII"rslands sdf-l'\ idl'IlI(',
this d"l's nol ,,,ean 1Il31 self-l'Vi,kni
prr)posiliolls arc c,'hlcnl to the user ill
any 1lH""C psyc1JOlogical scn~c. Nu;

quill' olJjecli\c1y an,1 ,!"ill' "parI from
\\ IJPlhl'f anyone recognizes Ihe self-evi­
dence of the proposition Of nol, the
propo.<;ition b ~L'H-e\'idenl just in Ulf~ lla~

lllH' of the case-which [))l'3nS in the
wrv nalure of llJe ohj~cli\e silualion
Which is iJllclliled oy the proposilion.
In eo"lif/nalion of Ihis, Onl' needs only
to point lo Sl. Tholnas's well-kno\YIl dis­
tindioll 1)('I\\'e',,, Ihose Lhings which arc
self-evident in Ihemselves, though not 10
us, a"d tI,ose tl,;'L are self-evidl'nt in
Ihelllseives 3 Ill] 10 us, Cr. 81', I, q. 2,
~_ 1.
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"Nole thaI Ihe f~d lhal Lh~ ,d[-('\i­
dence of propositions l,as an ohjl'eli,,'
hasis, being grolllldi'll on an ohjprli\'('
siluation ill whit:h an ouhid~ caUSt~ is
precluded frOlll being rclevtlnl or opera­
tive in ",1: case in ha,"I-lhis fact Ull'ans
thaI we can perfectly wi'll be mistaken
about the self-evidence of vario\l" p1"0Jl­
ositions: we may I",nk a cerlain
proposilion is self-evident whic" really is
nol, or a proposition may well be sdf­
evident and we IUa) IlDl rceogni7.c t1H~

fact. HelJte the exanlp\es v, hich OIH'

may bring forw~nt of self-evid"lIt prop­
ositions-for example, Ihe 5u"slal\ll'­
aeduenl principle, or Ihe causal prill­
ciple, or "Man h; an :lninwl"-lnigh\ hf'
5uhjeel to ,!",'stion wlwU",r II>"y l'Cally
were s~lf-('\i,\Pnl or not; hili tho prin­
ciple of self-evidence is nol subjecl 10
question in lhc sanle waJ.

conceived when one uses a word or concrpt such as "mnn"P Accord­

ingly, interpreted in this way, it simply is not true that a statement
that is self-rvident must be a statement whose truth depends only OIl

the meanings of the words and concepts involved, amI not at all on
1I1c fads or on the way things are in the world. Quile the contrary,
if "depe/ld{'nce Oil meanings and concepts" is underRtood as depend­
Pllcr on the things so mcanl alld rhe objects thus conceived, then the
11'11111 of a sr,Jf-evident proposition will of course depend on the facts in
the case and on the way the world is.

And so the hack is simply bl'Oken of the criticism that since a self­
evident truth is one whose truth docs not depend 011 the way the world

is, it therefore cannot be it truth about the world. For while the

consequent in this case docs follow from the antecedent, the ante­
cedent, as it turns out, IW(lpens not to be true.

Indeed, the same point is bome alit from a reconsidl'f'ution of some

of our earlier remarks concerning the difference hetwecn definitional

prcJicates and predicatcs that arc necessary attributes or properties of
their RuhjPc!s. Propositions involving the fonner relationsh ips, we
said, can only be Relf-evident, whereas those involving Ille lattcr pre­
dicable relationship are not self-evident but demonstrable. But just

why did \IC say that a statement like ":\lan is an animal" can only
be evident or known tllrough itself, whereas with "!\Iun has the

rapacity for laughing" it is olherwise~ Thc answer we gave, it
will he relllPlllbnrpd, was Ihal therc jusl is not anythiflg outside Ihe
nature of Illan or of animal that cnll act or operate so as to bring the

Iwo together-and Ihnl simply for Ihe reason thal being an animal is

\\'hat llIan is, and no sol'! of exlern'll cause is either re,{uired or pos­
,ible for a I!liug to Iw tile thillg il is, On the other IWlld, wilh I'CSPl~ct

to ~uch a thing as Ihe rapacity for laugJJler, this is somrthing that is
nllt~ide the nature of Juan alltl is not a part of what it iR to be a ma".
lIellce in Ihis I'a~e, Ihe r'OIITlP<'Iion between the two Iweds lo be
J[l('dia!pt! by SOIIW.lltillg additional and ovPr and above ,'hat is pro­
pounded in Ille proposilion,:12

But here once more it becollles apparellt lhat thero is an ambiguity
ill the lIotion of propositiou just as there was in IIIat of meaning and

of concept. For proposition Illay mean either the linguistic or logical

instrumeut through which something is propounded, 01' it ma.y mean

St. 7'/lOmas and Synthetic Jlldgmcnts A Priori
Henry B. V patch

259



III

Bul no, \ve are 131 ill not. entirl'ly out of the woods, Thcre is still one

lasl 111I'eal of a l'ecur]'('JI('e of lhe probl('nl of the synthelic a priori to

plaguc Ihe philosophy of ~1. Thomas, And in lIlallY ways this last is

thr most serious of all. For granled Ihat 11t(~ ultimate logical basis of

Thomislic nlelaphysit's is cerl:lin pI'inti/,io ]11'1' se notn and granler!

that Ilwse self-evidenl principles do give gl'lluinr infornwtioll auoul

the world, a nd indeed abollt IIIf' Vl'l'y 1Il0st basic features of Ihe world,

still is there nol a sense in which even these principles fall short of

that which is propounded or the fact that is being asserted an<l staled,

Hence when it is said that a metaphysical proposition SUell as "Acci­

dents are acciJenls of substances" is kno\\ n simply through itself, the

self here refers to the fact itself that is being asserted or propounded,

not to the mere senlnnce or logical 1001 through which t.he intellect

propounds or recognizes this fact. In ot.her words, there is nothing

in the facls or in t.he world Ihat does or can account for accidents

being nlaled 10 substances, ot.her than just Ihe fact itself that 10 be

an accidcnt just is to be in or of a suhstance,

Who says, then, that t.he self-evident trulhs of metaphysics cannot

be about the worlel and cannol evon claim t.o he faclual slat.elllents at

alP No; the self-evidence of such principles means just. that they arc

eviden t t.hrough the fact.s themscl ves that these pri nci pies are about

and not through any olher facts 01' anyt.hing else whalever, But with

this, we corne back once 1Il0rc t.o our major t.hesis, lhat for SI. Thomas

tile hantian [11'0111011I as to how synthetic a-priori judgmenls arc possihle

does nol arise, need not. arise, and even in a sense cannot. pJ'Operly

arise at. all. Indeed, what was iIlslrudive ahout lhe case of Father

Copleston was that the only way such a pl'Oblern could plausibly be

supposed 10 arise would he if one bl'gall 10 doubt whether the self­

evident principles on which Tholilislic lllcl:\physics rests arc afly IlIore

than lllcre analytic Irulhs and hence, not truths ahollt the world, But

surely now \\le hope lhat we have not merely scotched this snake but
killed ill

"I '"ke it Iha' if is jllsl 'his "speel of
Ihe prohleJlI Ih,,1 F,"hcr Coplcsloll wishes
10 foells alleul;oJl UPOIl by his very
sllgg-csli've rClnark, "Aqu inns adluiUcd
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one nlHl oIlly one self-P\'iuenl alltl llr(f'3.·

sary ~xisLcntial l'r0l'(l:-;itioll, nanH'\~ 1111'
pro{Josilion 'Goo exists'" (A qu;nas,
p, at),

slrict universalily and necessity~ Do they have any mOI'e than a hypo­

thetical necessity;\ And given that t.heir necessity is hypothetical, is

not lhis sullicient to render such Thomistic metaphysical principles
synthetic in lhe Kant.ian sense afler all ~ 33

Now this dilTicully, it would seem, can be manifested in two ways,

First, if we examine once HlOI'e the two examples of met.aphysical prin­

ciples t.hat we have drnwn from Aquinas-lhal is, "Acr:idcnls ,1 rc neces­

sarily accidents of suhstancI~s" and "Any thing tllat is participaled

heing is canscd"---we can readily sen Ihat bolh of these principles ,H'e

ahle to have f,wIlWI import and 10 apply 10 the real world only if there

is such a world or a created universe for them to apply to, And, of

cO\lJ'se, for 51. Thomas the existence of a created universe is nol neces­
sary bul contingent upon God's will.

Bul then, it would seem lllat. our supposed self -evidcn t principles

could hardly be simple but must be complex, and that their self­

rvidence and necessily would perlain to them not in tutu but only

in part. For example, l!lke the substance-accident principle, While

it louks to he a silnple categorical proposit.ion, is it not really 10 be

construed ;/s two pl'Opositions: "If anything is an accident, then it can

only be lhe accidcnt of a substance" iHHI "There are such t.llings as

accilh:nt.s in lhe world"~ And when so construed, it is only the first

of the Iwo component f'I'of'osilio/ls Ihat would seem 1,0 he universal and

liccess:lry and self-evidenl; lhe seco/ld or existential Pl'Ol'osiliull wonld
surdy nol he any of t1wSf' ,

And now 1'01' the sf'colldary way of focusing lhe dilTicully, If Sl, Tho­

mas's self-evidellt print'iples, or at ]f'ilsl mally of IhcllI, are l!'lllhs of

fad only insofar as there arc fact.s for Ihem 10 apply to, and if Ihe

rxisll'ncc of "nch faels of a C/'f'ated univf'l'se is a contingcnt maller, thell

lIill il lIut Iikewis(' be ('onl ingent and open 10 1111eSIion whel her tlH'se

parlicular self-rvidcut principles or sorne othns arc the ones that apply

10111(' facls of our worldP For example, if Ihe creall'd world is ordered

according to lite principles of substance and accid(~nt, 111l'n ,,'ill it. he

Irue nllivcrsally :llId IH'u'ssarily Ih:lt. in snch a world aceil/enls will be

accidents of sullslances P Bllt how can we then be sUl'e that our wodd

is ordered according t.o subslance-acddcnt princi pies, ra ther llian ac­

cording t.o others~ After a II, just as olher possible wodds are cOllceiyahle,

so also are other ordering principles conceivable as perLa ining to tltis
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actual world here and now. Inuced not only are such other orders con­

ceivabll'; othl'rs have actually been conceived as being the actual
order of our own very worlu. For example, instead of Aristotelian

substances, Whilelwau conceived of our wodd as being mndc up of

what he called aclual occasions. Or again, present-Jay logical alomists
conceive of Ihe world as being made up of b:ue particulars exemplify­

ing renl universnls. Now given such alternative conceivable orders,
how are we to know which ordl'r is the actual OllCP And wilh this

qlwslion, we would agnin seem to be face to face with IlIP tradilional
HUlJIeall and Kantian diflicullies. For it would seem that it could not

be hy experience that we know Ihat the order of ollr world is one of

suhstance-accident, of cause-effect, and so on, since experience can
Iwver gunrantee the rp<[uisite llniversnlity and npcpssity of such prin­
(-iples. Nor is it pure rpason that can inform liS tilnt the- principles of

suhslance-nccident, cause-elTect, and the rest arc the ones that hold of

our actual world, since pure H'ason can at best acquaint us ollly 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 possibleP" And how this time can St. Thomas

escnpe the incidence of sllch a question ~

""Veil, for belter or for' worsc, we do not propose at the end of this

paper to deal with a question which can only serve as the beginning
of a Ilew paper. SufTice it merely to say that Kant's question about the
synthetic a pr-iol'i reminds one of nothing so 1Illlch as a charadeI' frolll

c1assicnIIIlythology. When put down in one fa I' III , it quickly assumes

a different shape and renews the struggle in a nrw guise and context.

Anti so having put down the synthetic a priori in the one context by
showing that self-evident truths can perfectly \\ell be factual aud in­

formative, the ddpnders of St. TholllnS will now hLlYC to deal with

this new threat of the synthetic a priori by showing that hUlIlan

rx[llTiencc is not the sort of thing that either Hume or Kant thougbl it
to he. Fur eiwlr of tltes(~ Ihinkers in his own way tended to suppose that

whal is given hy the senses is one thing and what is given in intel­

ligence or pure reason is another and entirely different thing, and the

problem thus becomes one of how the twain shall meet. In conlrast,

S1. Thomas seems to feel that what a human being comes to under­
stand through tbe use of his intellect 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 "hat is givcn
to him through bis senses, what he understands, to be sure, through

his inlellect anti reason." l\loreover, if I may but suggest what I think

could provr to be the prime resource of St. Thomas in thus obvinting
Kant's lIlH'Stioll, I would say that it lics in the simple fact Ihal human
beins are able both to sa) nnd 10 know what things ul'e.3!i True, such

a hUlIlnn knowledge of the "what's" of things is nol infallible, but it

is undeniable. The fael of such knowledge being unden iahle, il turns
out that ill particular cases of our saying and knowing what thr things

arc that we experience, our knowledge proves lo be an eviucnt knowl­

edge, a knowledge which in the vrry nature of the case lIeither requires

1101' can admit of some third thing, some unknown x, 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 question,

"How arc synthetic a priori judgrn(>[lts possible~"

:!,ICr. tile \T1")' flr'I'ceplive awl s"gg(>~li"\('

remarks 10 Ihis elTec[ in the essay hy
II. \V. ScllliliJl, S.J., enlllled "The I~\'i­

deu«' Grounding Judgments of tsxisl­
cflee," wlJiell appeared ill /1 n EfirlHlt~

Gilson Trivute, cd. C. J. O'Neit (Mil-
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