A Metaphysical Element in Descartes and the First Cartesians:
Non-Univocal Predication
Descartes wrote the Principles of Philosophy as something of a rival to scholastic textbooks. He initially conceived the project as a comparison of his philosophy and that of the scholastics, intending the work to be a synopsis of his philosophy arranged in the same order as in the school curriculum, together with a summary of school philosophy; and he chose Eustachius a Sancto Paulo’s Summa Philosophiae Quadripartica for the task—“the best book of its kind ever made,”
 as he said. Descartes prided himself in “that those who have not yet learned the philosophy of the schools will learn it more easily from this book than from their teachers, because by the same means they will learn to scorn it, and even the most mediocre teachers will be capable of teaching [his] philosophy by means of this book alone.”
 Even the style of his project was intended to mimic that of the Schools; he said to Father Dinet:

I shall use a style more suited to the current practice in the Schools. That is, I shall treat each question, in short articles, in such an order that the proof of what comes later depends solely on what has come earlier, so that everything is connected together in a single structure. In this way I hope I can provide such a clear account of the truth of all the issues normally disputed in philosophy, that all those seeking the truth will find it without any difficulty in my book I am writing.

Descartes abandoned the design in part because, as he said, scholastic philosophy “is so absolutely and so clearly destroyed by means of the establishment of my philosophy alone, that no other refutation is needed.”
 The project then transformed into that of the Principles. And the latter work does retain some of the flavor of the original. In particular, the parts of the Principles remind one of the scholastic order of teaching in general, except that Descartes starts with metaphysics as the roots of his tree of philosophy, logic being something to be practiced beforehand, and he follows with physics as the trunk, and morals as one of the main branches of the tree.
 In contrast, the scholastic curriculum usually began with logic, continuing with ethics and physics, culminating with metaphysics ; but one can find several different orders in seventeenth century scholastic textbooks,  including that of Descartes.

It is well-known that Descartes’ metaphysics, that is, Part I of the Principles, contains a somewhat reordered, abbreviated version of the Meditations: It starts with doubt, proceeds to the cogito and the proposition that the mind is better known than the body, and continues with proofs for the existence of God and articles about God’s attributes. However, article 24 introduces a new theme, that “the best method of philosophizing” would be to draw an explanation of the things God has created from the knowledge we have of his nature, that is, to go from cause to effect; the French version of the article adds that we would be following this method “if we try to deduce the explanation of the things God has created from the notions that naturally exist in our minds.” Following article 24 and a proviso about our needing to believe “all that God has revealed,” Descartes then discusses the distinction between the infinite and the indefinite. After some articles on error, the criterion of truth, and freedom of the will, he considers clear and distinct ideas and pain as clear but not distinct. The remainder of Part I of the  Principles consists essentially of new materials: Article 47 introduces another project, subsidiary to article 24, which is to “enumerate all the simple notions that constitute our thoughts, and to distinguish whatever is clear in each of them from what is obscure or likely to cause us to err.”
 The topics that follow concern the eternal truths and some fairly traditional metaphysical ones that resemble what scholastics considered in their metaphysics treatises: a theory of substance (but not being in general), with the denial of univocal attribution between God and creatures, also defining attributes, modes and accidents, duration and time, number, and universals, followed by a theory of distinctions (real, modal, and of reason).
 


It should be clear, given this description of Part I of the Principles, that Descartes’ metaphysics does not look very much like any textbook of scholastic metaphysics. Unlike Eustachius’ Metaphysics, that is, Part IV of his Summa, it does not start with the nature, principles, and properties of being, and it does not end with a discussion of the parts of being, including God and angels.
 It does, however, touch upon some of the same topics—predication between God and creatures, distinctions, whether we can form a concept of God, God’s attributes, and proofs of God’s existence—but not in any order that a scholastic would expect. Neither does it look like a unified, methodical exposition; it seems more of a hybrid with different purposes targeted in various sets of articles. Its style does seem “suited to the current practice in the Schools,” as Descartes says, in that he “treats each question, in short articles,” but it is not clear that it follows a geometrical order, in which “the proof of what comes later depends solely on what has come earlier.”
 


There are countless issues that could be considered here. Many questions have already been raised and much ink has been spilled, from Burman and Spinoza in the seventeenth century to other able commentators today, about the order of Part I of the Principles. I find most interesting Descartes’ new materials just after article 47, which are clearly intended to mimic what the scholastics assert, and, in particular the crucial article 51, about substance. The title of the principle asserts that “it is a name we cannot attribute in the same sense to God and his creatures.” The text adds that “the word substance does not pertain univocally to God and to other things, as they say in the Schools, that is, there is no meaning that can be distinctly understood as common to God and to his creatures.” 


We first note that the scholastic question of the univocity of being is transformed into a question about the univocity of substance, using Descartes’ preferred term. Again, the issue is basically a new one for Descartes. The question of univocal predication was formally raised only in the Second and Sixth Replies (which are co-temporal with Part I of the Principles), and then again, later, in a 1649 letter to Henry More. In the Second Replies, Descartes asserts: “we recognize that none of the properties which, on account of the imperfection of our understanding, we ascribe piecemeal to God just as we perceive them in ourselves, belong univocally to God and to us”;
 in the Sixth Replies, that “no essence can pertain univocally to God and to a creature”;
 and in the Letter to More, that he “does not think that any mode of action belongs univocally to both God and creatures.”
 All of these statements elaborate somewhat on the point in Principles I, 51, but none of them us what the denial of univocity amounts to for Descartes.


1. Non-Univocity in Scholastic Philosophy

Perhaps we can make some sense of Descartes’ view of non-univocity by appealing to the scholastic background it supposedly refers to—Descartes did say “the word substance does not pertain univocally to God and to other creatures, as they say in the Schools.” Initially, non-univocity entailed equivocity. For example, Boethius considered non-univocal terms to be equivocal but divided the latter into chance and deliberate equivocals. He cites, as an example of a chance or pure equivocation a barking or four-footed animal, a marine animal, and a constellation all being called “dog (canis).” A subdivision of Boethius’ second type of equivocal terms included some terms called “analogical.” A three-fold division later arose, with analogical terms no longer being considered a species of equivocity but as intermediaries between equivocal and univocal terms. Such was the case with Aquinas.
 The issue was further complicated by the influence of Scotus, who argued that without a unified conception of being, theology as a science would be impossible, as we would have no natural knowledge of God.
 By the seventeenth century, the discussion basically consisted of a dispute between the Thomists and the Scotists, with the Thomists generally having the upper hand. In the initial quaestiones of his Metaphysica, the Thomist Antoine Goudin argued at length that being is not said of God and creatures univocally, but analogically,
 and that being is not univocal with respect to substance and accident.
 One of the objections handled by Goudin in this article involved the knowledge of God and his attributes; he affirmed, in good Thomist fashion, that we have only limited knowledge of God: “the knowledge we have of God is certain, but it does not penetrate perfectly to divine being nor to the manner this being is suitable for God; what we know is not much better than negation, insofar as we recognize in God a manner of being much more sublime than that of creatures”
 Scotus was the target of these arguments: “Let us first say that almost all philosophers admit that there is no univocity between a being of reason and a real being, given that the former is only fictive and assumed. The only difficulty is with respect to God and creatures, substances and accidents. Scotus claims that being is univocal among all of these.”
 
A compromise seems to have been fashioned between Thomists and Scotists consisting in agreeing with Scotists that the proper object of the human intellect in its present state of union is being in general
 and not merely the “quiddity” of material being, as the Thomists would have it,
 but disagreeing with the Scotists that the concept of being is univocal between God and creatures.
 Francisco Suárez was an exemplar of such a compromise: he accepted analogical predication, with Thomas,
 but thought that a concept of being can be found which is strictly unitary,
 thus siding with Scotus on this issue: “the proper and adequate formal concept of being as such is one.”  Suárez added that this was the common opinion: its defenders were “Scotus and all his disciples.”
 Eustachius also accepted the compromise. On the question of whether the proper object of the human intellect, that which is studied by the science of metaphysics, is the “quiddity” of material being or whether it is being in general, Eustachius rejected the Thomist position that the object of metaphysics is predicated being, and accepted the Scotist one that the object of metaphysics is being, common to God and created things, as the standard view: “the standard view is far more plausible, namely that the complete object of metaphysics in itself … is real being, complete and in itself, common to God and created things.”
 Eustachius also defended the proposition that God’s essence cannot be conceived except as existing,
 and asserted that we can form concepts of God’s essence in this life: “By means of the natural light we can even in this life have imperfect awareness of God, not merely of his existence but even of his essence.”
 He continued in a Thomist fashion, however, by denying that we can demonstrate God’s existence a priori, since God is not known to us per se nota.
 He also asserted that what is said about God and creatures is said analogically, not “synonymously.”
 
Other seventeenth century scholastics also sided with Thomas about analogical predication. Scipion Dupleix talked about the perfections attributed to God’s as “metaphorical or analogical”
 and said that “we recognize such perfections in God only by an analogy and relation to created things,”
 although he did also say “there is no proportion between creatures and God.”
 Théophraste Bouju asserted that “while our soul is joined to our body, even though the soul is immaterial, we have a proper conception of just material things; our conception of immaterial things is only by analogy.”
 Antoine de Ceriziers discussed the issue as follows, whose logical structure amount to “if non-univocal, then analogical”: “If one recalls that the word univocal expresses a nature that equally participates in the things it signifies, no one will believe that being would be univocal, although common to God and his creation. It remains, then to know whether it is analogous for God and creatures by attribution or by proportion.”
 De Cerisiers continues by arguing that being analogical between God and creatures by both attribution and proportion.
 The Scotist Frassen tells us that there are two views on issue, that of Thomas, who holds for analogical predication of being between God and creatures, and that of Scotus, who holds for univocal predication. He then discusses four grades of univocity having to do with whether the basis for the univocation is equally between altogether perfect beings or whether it is between beings whose perfection is not equal. The fourth grade applies to God and creatures, substance and accident, as having a common basis. But God is independent and creatures dependent and the basis for being in God is most perfect, while it is not so in creatures. It therefore follows that the univocity of being is “by analogy.” Frassen concludes that “being is univocal in the ultimate grade between God and creature, substance and accident, not, however, by a pure univocity, but by analogy.”
 There is a sense in which the debate becomes merely terminological. Except for a few steadfast Thomists, seventeenth-century textbook authors agree that being is univocal (or “common”) between God and creatures, but that God and creatures do not participate in being equally, so that one can call this participation analogical by attribution or by proportion, as does de Ceriziers, or an impure analogical univocity, as does Frassen. 

2. Non-Univocity According to Contemporary Commentators


Our excursion into the scholastic background of the debate does not resolve the problem of what the denial of univocity might amount to for Descartes. Although seventeenth-century scholastics seem to have agreed about analogical predication, as long as we are possibly dealing with a three-fold distinction, the denial of one of the options does not tell us which of the other two holds: if,  for Descartes, substance, properties, essences, or modes of action do not belong univocally to God and creatures, do they belong analogically or equivocally? Perhaps it is that Descartes takes it as obvious that the predication is analogical (as did Ceriziers above). 


Contemporary commentators normally take Descartes’ denial of univocity to entail that he holds for some account of analogy between God and creatures.
 Their principal
 evidence for this is that in the Meditations, he refers to being made in God’s image and likeness: “To be sure, it is not astonishing that in creating me, God should have endowed me with this idea, so that it would be like the mark of the craftsman impressed upon his work, although this mark need not be something distinct from the work itself. But the mere fact that God created me makes it highly plausible that I have somehow been made in his image and likeness.”
 Descartes adds that the resemblance between himself and God is even greater in the case of the will: “the will is the chief basis for my understanding that I bear a certain image and likeness of God.”
 The proposition that God has created in his image and likeness was contested in the Conversation with Burman; this discussion adds another reason for analogical predication, namely, that the effect resembles the cause:

 [O] But why do you say that? Surely God could have created you without creating you in his image?

R. No. It is a common axiom and a true one that the effect is like the cause. Now God is the cause of me, and I am the effect of him, so it follows that I am like him. […]

[O] But in that case even stones and suchlike are going to be in God’s image.

R. Even those things do have the image and likeness of God, but it is very remote, minute, and indistinct.


This evidence of an analogy between God and creatures in Descartes is not particularly compelling. Moreover, the invocation of “the effect resembles the cause,” is problematic, in part because of the unreliability of the Conversation with Burman. But, even so, one does not have to think that the mark of the craftsman on his work has to result in a real resemblance between the two. Descartes is particularly guarded about this subject in Meditation III, saying: “the mere fact that God created me makes it highly plausible (valde credibile est/il est fort croyable) that I have somehow (quodammodo/en quelque façon) been made in his image and likeness.” “Likeness and image” becomes very attenuated when even stones are said to be made in that likeness and image. Moreover, the comparison between my will and that of God, “the chief basis for my understanding that I bear a certain image and likeness of God,” produces a radical difference, more a difference of kind than a difference of degree (or an analogy). As Descartes asserts in Principles I, article 23, stressing the dis-analogy between our will and God’s will: “God understands and wills—not indeed as we do, by operations which are in some way distinct one from another, but by a single identical and very simple action by which he understands and wills and effects everything.” This is an affirmation of the unity of the divine will and intellect. For Descartes there is in God neither knowing without willing nor willing without knowing. If Descartes’ views on God’s creation of the eternal truths lead to the “disappearance of analogy” between God’s will and ours, it also does the same for God’s mind and ours, because of the unity of the divine will and understanding. Ultimately, one can attend more to something else Descartes says in Replies II: “I can imagine a greater analogy or parity between colors and sounds than between corporeal things and God.”
 Perhaps this is an expression of analogy, but it looks more like an expression of chance equivocation to me, more like the constellation Dog and the barking dog.
Equivocal predication was, in fact, a live option in the seventeenth century, as it was for Spinoza. Spinoza argued against an anthropocentric conception of God in terms of human mental faculties by claiming that even if God had intellect and will, they would not agree with our intellect and will. As Spinoza said, using the traditional example of chance equivocation: “They could be no more alike than the celestial constellation of the Dog and the dog that barks.”
 This is almost a repetition of what Spinoza said in the Metaphysical Thoughts (presumably on behalf of Descartes): “For God's knowledge is no more like human knowledge than the Dog, the constellation in the sky, is like the dog, the barking animal, and perhaps even less so.”

To sum up so far: late scholastics thought that what is said about God and creatures is said analogically, not univocally. Descartes agrees that we cannot attribute substance univocally to God and his creatures, meaning, that there is no sense that can be distinctly understood as common to both. But Descartes’ denial of univocity is ambiguous about whether he means that the attribution is analogical or equivocal; he is usually taken to be a proponent of analogical predication. Spinoza, however, was a proponent of equivocal predication, both in his own voice and as a stand-in for Descartes in the Metaphysical Thoughts. Equivocal predication is thus a possible third option in the seventeenth century, the issue being underdetermined by the textual evidence, with the scales tipping slightly on the side of analogicity.

3. Non-Univocity Among the Cartesians

Perhaps we can expand what can be counted as evidence by considering the interpretations of the first Cartesians, disciples of Descartes claiming to promulgate his doctrines in the seventeenth century. The views of Antoine Le Grand and Pierre-Sylvain Régis should be able to add something to the debate, if only by allowing us to determine whether, of Descartes’ followers, Spinoza was alone to think that equivocal predication is the best way to interpret Descartes’ seemingly ambiguous pronouncements against univocity.
 Le Grand devotes a long chapter to How the Name of Substance agrees to GOD and the Creatures. Let us follow his reasoning. According to Le Grand, he supposes with logicians that a name can be attached to a thing in different ways. Univocally, when it agrees with many things for the same reason. Equivocally, when we call many things that are distinct by the same name for various reasons: “As when in Latin we use the name Gallus, to signifie a Cock and a Frenchman; or when we use the word Parabola, to signifie an Allegory, or Similitude, and a Geometrical Figure.”
 Analogically, when we give the same name to many things, but to one principally and to the other secondarily, “as when we say that an Animal, a Pulse, and Physick are Healthful; for Health principally and chiefly agrees only to an Animal, to the Pulse as it is a sign of it, and to Medicine, because it procures it.”
 Having set down these definitions, Le Grand denies first that the name substance can agree with God and creatures univocally. His reasons are Cartesian. God is a substance independent of any others and all other substances are dependent on him: “The Idea of Substance is the conception of a Being subsisting of, or by itself; but there is no Creature so exists by it self, as to be sufficient for its own Existence, or so powerful, as to be able to keep and preserve it self: Wherefore the Name of Substance cannot Univocally agree to God and the Creature.”
 As a result, he concludes that the word being is applied equivocally:

And if with more attention we consider the Matter, we shall find that God and the Creature do not agree in the Idea of any Genus whatsoever; and that the word Being, Ens, which is commonly by Logicians attributed to God and the Creature, is perfectly Equivocal; and that the Equivocation is not more plain that the word Dog, when attributed to a Constellation in Heaven, and to a Beast on Earth; or in the Latin word Jus, which signifies Law or Right, and Broth, than in the word Ens, or Being, when given to a Being which is of it self and one that is from another and altogether dependent.

Le Grand simply does not consider the possibility that the attribution could be analogical. He denies an objection to the effect that the inequality between God and creatures arises from mere differences, arguing that “Dependency is involved in the Essential Conception of a Creature,”
 but this is a rejection of an argument for univocal attribution. He also asserts that substance agrees univocally to all creatures.
 His own thought is encapsulated in the section entitled “God is above Substance”:

Wherefore S. Denys calls GOD Super-substantia, and Super-Ens, (Above-substance, and Above-entity) because he is raised above all Substances, and separate and distinct from all other Things whatsoever. Accordingly he that would make a true Scheme of the Predicaments, must set down Ens à se, or Self-existent Being by it self, and distinct from the Series of other things; and afterwards Ens ab alio, or a Being that is from another, as the Original of Differences […] .Because the Name of Entity, or Being, only agrees with the Being, which is of it self, and can only Equivocally be assigned to Creatures, that have their Being from another.

Régis independently follows a similar line of reasoning. He also uses the Cartesian position to argue for equivocal predication. Having proved the existence of God and briefly discussed God’s attributes, he appends some Reflections on Metaphysics, calling the first section ”That the Words Being, Substance, and Thought are equivocal between God and creatures.” He states:

Since the thought that constitutes the nature of God is independent and perfect and the one that constitutes the nature of the mind is imperfect and dependent on God, to mark this difference I will say that the thought that constitutes the nature of God subsists in itself and by itself and the one that constitutes the nature of mind subsists truly in itself but not by itself. From which it follows that the word substance will be equivocal with respect to God and body and mind; the word Being will be also: for even though I say equally of God, body, and mind that they are beings, and that consequently the word being seems to signify something in common between God, body, and mind, it, however, does not.

Régis extends the equivocation between God’s perfections and those attributed to body and mind and ends his discussion by affirming the following maxim: “When I wish to talk about God with exactness I must not consult myself nor speak in the ordinary fashion, but elevate myself in mind above of all creatures, to consult the vast and immense idea of the infinitely perfect God.”
 Later on, when referring to God’s will and ours, he indicates that the order he had regarded as preceding God’s decree and as serving as rule for his conduct, “is a pure fiction of his mind and a bad habit” he had contracted “in judging God as he judged himself.” We must not judge God as we judge ourselves since we are constrained to follow a certain order in thought, while God “is not required to regulate himself according to this order, because this order is nothing other than his own will.”
 Both Régis and Le Grand, like Spinoza before them, understood Descartes’ rejection of univocal predication to entail equivocal predication.


Perhaps the scales should now tip in their direction. Even if one does not understand all the ramifications resulting from thinking that substance is equivocal between God and creatures, given what the first Cartesians maintained, equivocity should be taken seriously as what Descartes might have intended. Thus, the passages in Meditation III about the mark of the craftsman on his work need to be reconsidered.
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