
Chapter Two

From the Hermeneutical Circle to the Dialectical Spiral
One of the key insights of the sociological tradition is the recognition that ideas have a social basis and a political valence, that the way people think is, at least in part, a reflection of their social location, that is, of the structure of the society in which they live and of their place in that society, and that ideas are not only means of knowledge but also weapons which can be used to advance various social interests. This insight, often associated with Marx and with the Marxist tradition, in fact has a complex genealogy. The earliest use of the term “ideology,” which marks this association between thought form and social order, can be traced to a group of French empiricist thinkers, including Destutt de Tracy, Cabanis, Volney, Garat, and Gall who, following the, the lead of Locke and Condillac, attempted to explain the origin of our ideas exclusively in terms of sense perception (Destutt de Tracy 1825/1827, Gilson, Langman and Maurer 1962). “Ideology,” in other words, was originally a materialist but quite unsociological science of ideas. The term was given a pejorative sense by Napoleon, who intensely dislike these ideologues, who conserved a bit too much of the spirit of 1789. It was, ironically, philosophers of the right, such as the traditionalists de Maistre and de Bonald (Milbank 1990), who first focused attention on the social dimensions of ideation. For de Maistre, for example, ideas are social facts, part of a categorical scheme given simultaneously by divine revelation in language and in the structure of human society—which therefore ought not to be subject to revolutionary reorganizations of the sort attempted by the French Revolution (Milbank 1990: 54-59). Positivism and structuralism took over the traditionalist insight into the dependence of thought on social convention, or on the fundamental structures of language, but simply cut off the ground in divine revelation. Thus where the traditionalists appeared primarily to explain society in terms of divine revelation, the positivists explain ideas in terms of social structure. If for earlier positivism this project was carried out in a rather reductionist fashion, by the time we get to Durkheim there is a real effort to find a middle road between materialism and spiritualism. 

Up to the present, thinkers were placed before this double alternative: either explain the superior and specific faculties of men by connecting them to the inferior forms of his being, the reason to the senses, or the mind to matter, which is equivalent to denying their uniqueness; or else attach them to some super-experimental reality which was postulated, but whose existence could be established by no observation. What put them in this difficulty was the fact that the individual passed as being the finis naturae—the ultimate creation of nature; it seemed that there was nothing beyond him or at least nothing that science could touch. But from the moment when it is recognized that above the individual there is society, and that this is not a nominal being created by reason, but a system of active forces, a new manner of explaining men becomes possible. To conserve his distinctive traits it is no longer necessary to put them outside experience. At least, before going to this last extremity, it would be well to see if that which surpasses the individual, though it is within him, does not come from this super-individual reality which we experience in society (Durkheim 1911/1965: 496).

Thus, in his Elementary Forms of Religious Life (Durkheim 1911/1965) Durkheim demonstrates that the structure of human communities provides a kind of model for structuring human experience of the universe as a whole. Participation in even the simplest society provides the basis in experience for the idea of whole and part, relationship, and a rudimentary idea of the connectedness of things. Participation in a tribe, with an intricate kinship system, provides a basis for the development of more complex schemes of classification, and thus a rudimentary sense of structure. At the same time, it is the sense of being part of something larger than ourselves, an experience which we have immediately only in human society, which provides the basis for religious belief and practice—and also for the emergence of new, transformative insights into reality. Religious ritual, for Durkheim, is not the original but rather the crystallized and routinized form of what he calls “collective effervescence.” The original moments of collective effervescence are moments of great revolutionary upheaval. 

In such moments of collective ferment are born the great ideals upon which civilizations rest. These periods of creation or renewal occur when men for various reasons are led into a closer relationship with each other, when reunions and assemblies are most frequent, relationships better maintained and the exchange of ideas most active. Such was the great crisis of Christendom . . . in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. Such were the Reformation and the Renaissance, the revolutionary epoch and the Socialist upheavals of the nineteenth century. At such moments this higher form of life is lived with such intensity and exclusiveness that it monopolizes all minds to the more or less complete exclusion of egoism and the commonplace. At such times the ideal tends to become one with the real, and men have the impression that the time is close when the ideal will in fact be realized and the Kingdom of God established on earth (Durkheim in Bellah 1973: l) 

With the turn to structuralism (Levi-Strauss 1958/1963) the attempt to explain ideas in terms of social structure is abandoned, and both are seen as manifestations of a single, universal structure of human consciousness which is embedded equally in language, kinship, myth, etc. This amounts to a de facto return to the idea of primitive revelation, but this time without God. Ideas are constituted by the underlying structure of human consciousness embodied in language, and shaping human societies over time.

The second lineage which contributes to the heritage of the sociology of knowledge and the practice of ideological criticism flows out of the more subjectivist strain in German philosophy. Once again the beginnings are quite unsociological, in the Kantian claim that our ideas are not merely a reflection of the outside world or an abstraction from the data of the senses, but rather a product of the basic forms of the sensuous intuition (space and time) and the categories of the understanding (quality, quantity, relation, and mode) which actually shape the way we see the world. While Kant himself had no doubts about the independent existence of an extra mental world, later German philosophy increasingly stressed the role of human consciousness in actually constituting the world we experience. Nietzsche gave this subjectivism a political flavor, arguing that our ideas reflect particular perspectives on the world and are, like everything else, the expression of an underlying will to power. The Geistwissenschaft of Dilthey, the sociology of Weber and Mannheim, and the hermeneutics of Gadamer all in various ways attempt to transform this thesis into a scientific research program—Weber most systematically by analyzing the ways in which various ideational complexes constitute social structures and legitimate the authority of different social groups. Here the focus is less on the social basis of ideas, which are seen as relatively free creations, and more on their political valence. 

Later developments inflect this Nietzschean program in various ways. Heidegger gives the tradition a more objective idealist bent, regarding different cultures as dispensations of Being itself, largely determined by Being’s own self-disclosure (or concealment). North American structural-functionalism, despite its rather different flavor, does much the same thing, analyzing the ways in which differing perceptions of “Ultimate Reality” (a term which comes from Tillich) shape the way in which societies carry out such basic social functions as adaptation to the environment, decision making, social integration, and the maintenance of underlying cultural patterns—a focus which reflects the influence of the French positivistic and traditionalist currents. Deconstructionist postmodernism, on the other hand, dedicates itself to unmasking the way in which “totalizing metanarratives” and other ideological forms mask and legitimate the will to power, which, unlike their masters, the postmodernists do no celebrate.

Set against the background of French traditionalism, positivism and structuralism or of German idealism, Marxist ideological criticism (Marx 1846/1978, 1859/1961; Lenin 1908/1970; Lukacs 1922/1971; Gramsci 1949c; Althusser 1969/1971) seems conservative by comparison. Marx joins a recognition of both the social basis and political valence of ideas with a conviction, carried over from Hegel, that the struggles and conflicts of history actually lead to a more profound grasp of the truth. To this he adds a social analysis which claims to show that some social structures hold back the development of human social capacities, and that the ideas which legitimate those structures thus play a particularly perverse social function, and ought, therefore, to be rejected. The implication is that some social locations (both certain periods in history and certain positions within given human societies) are epistemologically privileged, affording a better grasp of the truth. Thus Bogdanov (Bogdanov 1928/1980) pointed out the role of the village community, in which each individual has a definite function in the context of a complex division of labor directed toward a common end, in the emergence of the idea of organization, and of the universe as an organized, meaningful system. Luria, in the 1920s and 1930s, showed that certain more complex intellectual operations, especially higher abstraction, presuppose involvement in more complex social interactions (Luria 1974/1976). 

The Marxist tradition has, however, had considerable difficulty sustaining this position, with even many Marxists denouncing Marx’s residual “essentialism” and reverting to what amounts to the left-wing Nietzscheanism of the postmodernists (Laclau and Mouffe 1985). The problem here is real. If ideas can be explained in terms of the social structures and internal political contradictions of the societies which produce them, then what happens to claims regarding their truth-value? How do we show that the struggle for socialism, for example, is anything more than an expression of the local interests of a particular social class? How, indeed, do we avoid a self-referential paradox which undercuts the practice of ideological criticism itself? After all, the very claim that ideas are best explained as the product of certain social structures, if true, can itself be explained as a product of a definite social structure or definite social interests, thus calling into question its veracity. 

The contradiction seems inescapable. The realization that ideas are rooted in particular social contexts or even particular social classes would seem to suggest that all claims are partial, and represent relatively narrow, particularistic interests. Attempts to resolve this problem by claiming universality for the standpoint of the proletariat—e.g. Lukacs’ claim that the proletariat is the “identical subject object” of human history (Lukacs 1922/1971)—seem, at least at first glance, to be fantastic and incredible. Humanity is not, after all, the whole, but only a small part, and the proletariat is not humanity, but only a portion, however large, thereof. It would appear that the road first charted by Marx leads inevitably to the postmodernist claim that all knowledge is relative and contextual and that claims to the “standpoint of totality” represent nothing but a totalization of irreducibly particular experience, grounded in a will to power which leads inevitably to totalitarianism (Lyotard 1979/1984). 

I would like to suggest that these conclusions, which have become commonplace not only in philosophy and the social sciences, but also in the larger culture, are not in fact inevitable. It is not only possible to reconcile the insights of the sociology of knowledge and ideological criticism with an epistemological and metaphysical realism which makes strong claims regarding our ability to understand physical, biological, and social systems, but also to go further than Marx and rise through these special sciences to an authentic doctrine of the first principle, and from there to descend to principles of value and moral and ethical judgments. Indeed, ideological criticism provides important resources for resolving long-standing difficulties in the theory of knowledge and forms an integral part of the dialectic of ascent. We begin with a defense of what is now often regarded as the untenable claim that the images produced by sensation in fact encode real information regarding the objects to which they correspond. We then turn to a retheorization of three concepts from Aristotelian and Thomistic epistemology and metaphysics: the agent intellect, connatural knowledge, and the convertibility of the transcendentals. We conclude with a discussion of the role of ideological criticism in the ascent to first principles. 

Sensation

According to St. Thomas, all knowledge begins with the senses (Thomas Summa Theologiae I, Q 78 a 3,4). The five external senses gather data, while the internal senses transform that data in such a way as to produce a rudimentary knowledge of the material world. The data we gain through the senses are formed into coherent images by the sensus communis. This is the capacity which allows us, when observing a room, to see walls, chairs, desks, carpets, etc., and not just an undifferentiated feed of data regarding color, light and shadow, etc. These images may be stored in the memory and reorganized by the imagination, so that we are able to produce images of things which presumably do not exist, such as unicorns and Klingons. Finally, the internal senses involve what Thomas called the estimative faculty. This is the ability to make judgments regarding the proper response to some stimulus prior to any knowledge of intelligible universals. Sensation is possible, for Thomas, because the organs of sensation share a common material nature with things sensed. We will see that this concept of connaturality becomes even more important at the level of intellectual knowledge. 

It turns out that this traditional Thomistic account of sensation is strikingly compatible with recent results in the developing science of neuropsychology. The key here is the capacity of the organism to form internally an image (what Thomas called the phantasm) of the objects of its experience. It is from this image that abstraction will take place. While the way in which this happens still remains largely mysterious, recent neuropsychological research in fact appears to be giving us far more than we actually need to refute those who are skeptical about the senses and to establish something like the historic Aristotelian and Thomistic doctrine of the image or phantasm. Signals from the sense organs are relayed along neural fibers to the early sensory cortices—those parts of the brain which seem to be largely responsible for sensation. There they form what Antonio Damasio calls “topographical representations (Damasio 1994: 98-99).” Certain patterns of electrical activity in the brain appear to correspond to certain objects of experience. Experiments regarding sight in monkeys have even found that there is actually a resemblance between the pattern of, say, a grid which is shown to the monkey and the pattern in which the neurons fire (Damasio 1994: 104)—though how this would work with highly complex visual images, or with the other senses, is not clear. These images are then stored not, to be sure, in the form of topographical representations, but as what Damasio calls “dispositional representations.” These dispositional representations are modifications of the brain structure which tell certain neurons to “fire” under certain definite conditions. Some dispositional representations encode innate knowledge. These are stored in the hypothalamus, the brain stem, and the limbic system and contain commands related to biological regulation. Those which interest us here, however, those encoding acquired knowledge or memories are stored in the higher cortices. 

When images are recalled, what happens is that these dispositional representations cause neurons to fire producing a rough facsimile of the original topographic representation. But this is not all that happens. All of our experiences are intimately bound up with feelings—what the Aristotelian tradition calls the passions. The same is true of all of our decision-making processes. Even the most rationalistic among us never really sit down and analyze options in an emotional vacuum. Indeed, were it not for the powerful emotions which accompany the sight of a large truck turning onto the highway just a few dozen feet ahead of us, while we are traveling at sixty miles per hour, we would not long survive to consider such matters as the nature of sensation. Damasio, following William James and others, points out that these passions always involve body states (Damasio 1994: 129). Try to image desire or anger without that quickening of the heart—somehow slightly different in the case of each passion. It is impossible. The implication is that our memories—our dispositional representations—store not only images but also body states, which are recalled along with the image, setting our hearts racing and our blood surging and, perhaps, engorging certain members and creating a complex affective or, to use a more Thomistic term, “passional” context for our decision making. It is this capacity not only to form and store and recall images, but to link body-states or passionate responses to our perceptions, and to store and recall those states and those links which constitute what Thomas called the “estimative faculty.”
 

Contemporary neuropsychology, in other words, far from suggesting that the old Aristotelian and Thomistic understanding of sensation is outmoded is, in fact, developing an account which is remarkably similar. What happens in the act of sense perception, as in the simpler act of sensitivity, is that the organism undergoes a structural modification—it takes on a new form, that of the object perceived. This modification does not degrade the organism but rather, because it is linked to body states or passions through complex dispositional representations, helps it to maintain its integrity and to realize its latent potential. The new form is a perfection, a second degree of actuality of the body, which, in addition to its own form, can take on myriad others—though at the level of sensation these are still particular forms. The soul is not yet capable of becoming “all things.” Similarly, it becomes ordered to its own good, which implies the Good in itself, but cannot yet intend this higher end, but only serve it implicitly with the humble but beautiful service rendered by the animals simply by being what they are and seeking and desiring what they need to live.

Before proceeding any further it might be well to point out that this approach to knowledge provides a powerful answer to skeptics and solipsists (Hume 1777/1886, Kant 1781/1969). It is, on the one hand, quite clear that our sensory apparatus is selective in what data it collects and in just how it fashions that data into images. A dog experiences me differently than a monkey would—no color, mostly smells. Human sensation, like all other animal sensation, privileges some data over others and thus gives an incomplete image of the object. There is also no real reason to believe that a one to one or “onto” relation exists between our images and the objects to which they correspond. At the same time, the fact that animal sensation appears to have survival value suggests that it conveys some real knowledge of the animal’s environment. The phenomena of error and disappointment, furthermore, suggest that we are, in fact, capable of distinguishing between perceptions which convey real knowledge and those that do not. We don’t always “see what we want to see,” and when we do the illusion doesn’t last for long. And even radical skeptics are hesitant to treat perceptions affected by brain lesions and other disorders as simply another point of view or a window into an alternate reality. 

Intellect

Empiricist and Information-Theoretical Approaches

Human knowledge does not stop with sensation, but advances to knowledge of intelligible truths. We not only recognize cats, in the sense of knowing that they are different from carp and require a different response; we know what they are. We can grasp the form or underlying structure of things, and, if the system in question is sufficiently simple (this is clearly not the case with cats) represent it mathematically and then manipulate the resulting formalisms according to the rules of logic to generate new conclusions. We can even, Thomas argues, rise to the first principle, God or Being itself, and show that this principle is convertible with the Beautiful, the True, the Good, and the One, providing a ground for judgments of value. Now there are many thinkers who, especially in the light of advances in neuropsychology and information theory, attempt to explain the intellect exclusively in terms of “information processing” taking place in “neural networks.” Let us pause at this point and ask how much of the intellect we are able to explain on the basis of this approach—and what kind of intellect is possible if we restrict the intellect to the operation of the brain. Intelligence, given what we have said so far, is going to consist largely in the development of a complex system of interconnections, made possible by the development of the higher neocortex, between the images produced and stored in the lower sensory cortices. Ideas, in other words, are simply associations between images. If we add to this network of neural relationships complex interconnections with the hypothalamus and other subcortical regions responsible for biological regulation, we get an approximate definition of the “will” and its relationship to the passions. If passions arise because of dispositional representations which associate sensory images with body states, the will exists because of dispositional representations which associate relationships between images with body states. Thus, the passion of maternal love might consist in a link between the image of a newborn baby and a body state which pre-disposes us to care-taking behavior. Love understood as an act of the will would link the same body state with a complex of relationships between images which includes images of babies (perhaps with bloated stomachs and large searching eyes), aid workers distributing grain, and ourselves writing checks.

There is an entire philosophical school which restricts the intellect to the kind of operations which we have been describing. We are referring to the radical empiricists, especially Berkeley and Hume and their positivistic and information-theoretical successors. Frank Tipler’s statement of the radical empiricist position (Tipler 1994: 20-44) brings out nicely the full implications of this way of understanding the intellect. Tipler argues that organization is essentially information content. Life is information which is conserved by natural selection. By this definition an automobile is every bit as much alive as a mushroom or a pygmy marmoset. It is simply a sort of parasite which depends on us for its reproduction. We differ from the automobile only in our greater complexity. Like the automobile, we are finite state machines. Unlike the automobile, we are capable of being in some 101045 states and can undergo some 4 * 1053 changes of state per minute. 

It is this complexity which makes intelligence possible. Intelligence is simply a particularly sophisticated form of information storage and processing. By “storage” Tipler means recording a symbol; by “processing” he means mapping one symbol to another. “Meaning” is simply the way in which these symbols are related to the environment. Thus, in an oil refinery control system, “5546” might mean “open valve 46.”

Tipler’s agenda here is to demonstrate both the possibility and imminent probability of artificial intelligence. He regards as intelligent any information processing system which can pass the “Turing Test.” According to Alan Turing, and most information theorists who follow him on this question, a system is intelligent if its information processing behavior is indistinguishable from that of a human being. Now the behavior of a system is determined by its capacity. The human mind can store up to about 1017 bits of information and process at a rate of roughly 10 teraflops—that is, 10 trillion floating-point operations per second. It follows from this that it will not be difficult to create an intelligent machine. Many current machines already store more information than the human brain. Speed, however, remains an issue. Most PCs do a few megaflops. The Thinking Machines CM-5 can do 100 gigaflops. Tipler expects machines to reach the level of 100 teraflops—ten times the speed of the human brain—by the early years of the 21st century.

It should be apparent, however, that Tipler’s theory also formalizes at least certain aspects of the neuropsychological account of the way the brain functions. Sensation stores images; “intellect” simply maps images to other images or to actions. It is, in other words, quite possible to conceive of the brain as an information processing machine.

There are, however, real dangers and limitations here. First, we should note that Tipler does not really theorize adequately what we have called the passional context of thought and action, which turns out to involve a complex nexus of relationships linking dispositional representations in the neocortex and cortex to others in the hypothalamus which code for body states and impel us toward action. Is a machine recognizing that it is low on electricity and needs to recharge really the same thing as a human being sensing hunger, the need to defecate, or sexual desire? This is not clear and at the very least needs further demonstration.

Second, and more important, it is one thing to say that even our most complex ideas and appetites can be broken down into relationships between images stored in and processed by the nervous system, and quite another thing to say that they can be adequately explained in these terms, or that they are “nothing more than” this. A turtle swimming ashore to lay eggs (Mayr 1988) is certainly a chemical system, and both her motion and whatever cognitive processes are involved in moving her clearly involve many complex chemical reactions. But the chemistry doesn’t explain why she comes ashore or why in general the eggs are laid on land rather than at sea. The same is true of intellect. Thinking the idea of God may involve relating myriad bits of data (or images) to each other and, at the physiological level, the establishment of complex neural networks, but that is not why people have the idea of God. It is only how. Indeed, we shall see that it is only a part of how. In both cases there is a higher level of organization at issue, the emergence and operation of which cannot be explained adequately in terms of the lower levels.

That Tipler and other radical empiricists are oblivious to these problems suggests that they have not really grasped the problem of organization at all. Indeed, IBM scientist Charles Bennett (Bennett 1987) has pointed out that the information-theoretical approach to organization has limitations even at the physical level. The human body, for example, is intermediate in information content between a crystal and a gas, while being more highly organized than either. Similarly, organized objects, “because they are partially constrained and determined by the need to encode coherent function or meaning, contain less information than random sequences of the same length, and this information reflects not their organization but their residual randomness.” 

This suggests that organization and order are not, after all, the same thing. Order implies simply a regularity or conformity to a rule—such as a rule which regularly maps one bit of data to another as part of a larger mathematical algorithm. Order can, therefore, be theorized in information theoretical terms. Organization, on the other hand, implies, an “ordering to” an end or purpose, that is, to a . It is, furthermore, only in terms of such a function of ordering to an end that we can really explain, for example why (as opposed to how) a turtle comes on shore to lay her eggs, why (as opposed to how) we decide to go get a drink of water on a hot day or why (as opposed to how) we have the idea of God.

The passional context of knowledge means that it already takes place in a teleological context; our bodies are ordered to the fulfillment of certain needs which are necessary if they are to survive and reproduce. That the intellect itself involves an “ordering to,” and not simply an “ordering” means that the act of the intellect cannot be understood exclusively in terms of what is happening inside the human mind. Berkeleyan subjective idealism, in other words, which identifies being with perception, is excluded. Nor are matters helped much if we specify in addition that intelligence involves “meaning” in Tipler’s sense, that is, a relationship between symbols and something in the environment. The relations between symbols and the environment must be structured in such a way as help the organism survive. And this, as we showed above, involves the notion that the symbols encode real knowledge about the environment. The image, in other words, already contains the universal, whether or not the organism in question is capable of abstracting it. Intellect is ordered through the image to the universal embodied in the image, which tells us what it is an image of, and thus how we ought to react to it, and through the universal to the Truth, which is affirmed in the judgment that the particular perceived with the senses really is an example of the universal known in the concept. It is this ordering to the Truth which makes the intellect such a powerful tool for the survival and development of the organism. And Tipler’s theory, precisely because of its reductionism, which excludes in advance any effort to theorize the intellect as an “ordering to,” is unable to even ask how this happens.
Objective Idealist Approaches

But thinkers who separate the intellect entirely from matter and specifically from the internal and external senses also err. There are a number of theories of this sort, the most important historically of which understand the act of the intellect in terms of rational analysis of self-evident principles, divine illumination, or artistic, religious, or intellectual intuition. These theories all have a common lineage. They derive from the Augustinian critique of skepticism. In the ancient world, as in our own time, there was profound skepticism regarding the possibility of knowledge, whether based on the senses or on the intellect. This is not surprising, given the disintegration of the social fabric under the pressure of developing market relations. People experience a market society as either a system of quantities (prices) or else as a system of atoms (individuals) which are only externally related to each other. This experience provides their model for understanding the universe as a whole: thus the two hegemonic ideologies of highly marketized societies—rationalism and empiricism. Knowledge is a result either of the logical manipulation of ultimately mathematizable formalisms or of the action of “atoms” (however understood) on the sense organs. As we have seen, however, it is very difficult to theorize knowledge on a radically empiricist basis. Empiricism always begins with the common sense assumption that sensation alone conveys knowledge of the principal characteristics of the things we experience, but on analysis discovers that much of what we think we sense we are actually abstracting or inferring from abstraction—including, ultimately the idea that what we experience actually corresponds to something outside the mind. The result is an obsession with the notion that the senses are deceiving us.

We have already, of course, taken the first steps toward addressing this sort of skepticism, by laying the groundwork at the level of sensation for a doctrine of abstraction. There has, however, historically been another approach to the problem, which we must assess before we can move on to our own. This is the approach pioneered by Augustine and elaborated in somewhat different ways by the later Augustinians, and by rationalists, ontologists, and objective idealists. The argument is simple. 

 . . . I know for certain that I exist and know and love. About such truths I fear no arguments from the Academy’s skeptics. “What if you are deceived?” they protest. If I am deceived I exist! For one who does not exist cannot be deceived (Augustine The City of God 11:26). 

This is, of course, nothing other than the cogito which Descartes did not so much discover as restate in a slightly more rigorous way. Our own existence is analytically self-evident, because in order to deny it we must first exist.

Clearly the point is well taken. And it is understandable why this would be such a tempting point of departure for philosophy. If one can begin with an analytically self-evident starting point and derive all knowledge from that starting point, one need not deal with the messy business of the senses or show how, if at all, it is possible to derive knowledge of the universal from the sensible particular. But matters are not so simple. While the cogito may be a secure starting point, its security is that of a prison. It provides no obvious exit to knowledge of things outside ourselves. 

There are, broadly speaking, two ways out of this prison. The first is through analytic reason itself. This is, of course, the great ideal of mathematics—to derive from one single analytically self-evident truth all logically possible truths. It is also the path on which all of the historic rationalist philosophers—Descartes, Leibniz, and Spinoza—first set out. What one discovers, however, on a careful reading of their work, is that none really persevered. Leibniz was quite clear from the very beginning that it is only for God that all truths are (analytic) truths of reason; we depend for knowledge of particulars on our senses, however flawed they may be. Descartes appears to adhere more strictly to the rationalist program, but in fact opts out early, attempting an analytic proof of the existence of God, a version of Anselm’s ontological proof, to supplement an Augustinian proof based on divine illumination, but then grounds the objectivity of our knowledge of things in the outside world in God rather than directly in analytic reason. Spinoza, on the other hand, attempted to follow the mathematical model rigorously. This, at least, is the impression which Spinoza attempts to give us. He begins with a number of definitions and axioms and—skipping over the cogito entirely—proceeds through analysis of the idea of substance (something which can be conceived in and through itself, independently of any other conception) to a proof of the existence of God and of the identity between God and the universe. All particular systems are simply modifications of God; thought and extension are those two of the infinite divine attributes of which we are able to conceive (Spinoza 1675/1955). The difficulty, of course, is that Spinoza, unlike the Augustinians, has not really answered the skeptics. How do we know that “substance” exists at all? The analytic/ontological argument presented in Proposition VII of Part One of the Ethics—that existence belongs to the notion of substance—simply begs the question. What Spinoza actually proves here is that if anything exists at all, something exists necessarily—and is, therefore, divine. He has not, however, shown that anything exists. Spinoza’s real answer to the question comes only in Part Two, Proposition XVIII, where he acknowledges that we know that something exists because our bodies are modified in certain ways by other bodies. Our knowledge of the universe, in other words, derives from sensation of finite particulars, from which we infer the existence of God. Spinoza, in other words, is not really a rationalist, but rather an Aristotelian who is writing in an atmosphere powerfully influenced by rationalism and the mathematical ideal, something which leads to certain powerful insights—the radical interconnectedness of all things—and also (we will argue) to certain errors—the rejection of teleology. The same can be said for the many philosophically inclined physicists in our own period, such as Albert Einstein and Benjamin Gal-Or, who find in Spinoza’s doctrine an attractive way to draw out the philosophical implications of the mathematical model of the universe derived from Einstein’s theory of general relativity. Here too, the turn to sense data in order to demonstrate that the universe thus described actually exists is unavoidable. Analysis gives us only knowledge of possible beings; it is by comparison with the data of the senses that we know that the possible actually exists.

It is, perhaps, poetic (or should we say mathematical) justice that the definitive defeat of the via mathematica should have come at the hands of a mathematician. We are referring here to Gödel’s Theorem, which states that it is impossible to construct a formal system sufficiently complex to contain the rules of arithmetic, and which is also complete and consistent. It is, in other words, necessary, either to make unproven assumptions or to run into internal contradictions (Korner 1968: 91ff). And if one cannot construct a system containing even the rudimentary truths of arithmetic, then it is hardly possible to construct a system containing all logically possible knowledge. 

The second route out of the prison house of the cogito is to claim that the intellect is illuminated from the outside by an intellectual light in which it can directly perceive the essence of things in themselves, or else that it has, by its own power, a direct intuition of these essences. In order to ground the objectivity of this knowledge it is often claimed that the illuminating light is divine. This is the approach which was taken by Augustine himself (Augustine Contra Academicos II:5; De libero arbitrio II: 3-5), by Bonaventura (Bonaventura, Quaestiones disputate de Scientia Christi Q 1, a 1), and by a whole cluster of doctrines which emerged after the seventeenth century, the most important of which are ontologism, traditionalism, and the strain of objective idealism which owes its origins to Schelling. It is also the approach implicit in much Reformed theology. It is neither possible nor necessary to consider these doctrines, and the not insignificant differences among them, in detail here. The basic thrust of the argument is simple. We have in our minds the idea of God—that is, of Being, which is infinite, perfect, necessary, etc. Clearly this idea does not arise directly from the rational self-knowledge we have in the cogito or from whatever vague knowledge we may derive from the senses, since in both cases the knowledge in question is of a finite system. But the idea must come from somewhere; indeed it must come from something capable of producing the idea of infinite, perfect, necessary Being. But only such Being itself could explain the presence of this idea. Thus we have an immediate rational intuition of God. This knowledge of God then guarantees the objectivity of our knowledge of finite systems, which are either seen in the mind of God, or for those more concerned to safeguard divine transcendence, such as Augustine himself, in a divine light which bathes the intellect, revealing the intelligible properties of things just as natural light reveals their sensible properties. Indeed, the fact that we know anything changeless and eternal, such as the Pythagorean theorem or other mathematical formalizations, was for Augustine evidence of an eternal light which made such knowledge possible, and thus evidence for the existence of God. 

This approach is highly unsatisfactory. It is, first of all, at least open to question whether everyone has in their minds from the very beginning the idea of infinite, perfect, and necessary Being. There are certainly many—namely most atheists—who would claim to have this idea only mediately, through the claims of others. And even if we were to dismiss this claim as an act of sinful pride (a move for which, at least at this point in the argument, there is precious little basis) there remains the fact that many societies, while certainly possessing a profound sense of the sacred, have nothing like the idea of infinite, perfect, necessary Being. Australian totems, or even the deities of most communitarian, archaic, and tributary societies, just don’t fit the bill. At this point our Augustinian adversaries will once again press the charge that the absence of this idea is a mark of our falleness, a falleness which is shared by all humanity. But this charge presupposes not only the existence of God but an entire theological system the reasonableness of which has not yet been demonstrated. In other words, it begs the question. It is more straightforward to simply allow that the idea of God, understood as Being as such, develops only under certain social conditions. The presence or absence of the necessary social conditions may well have something to do with phenomena which may later on be interpreted as falleness, redemption, etc. But this is very different from simply assuming the whole theological apparatus necessary for this interpretation from the very beginning.

It should, furthermore, be pointed out that many of us who do have the idea of infinite, necessary, and perfect Being do not experience this idea as the product of direct intuition. Indeed, for most of us it is neither direct nor intuitive. For most of humanity the idea of God is intimately bound up with our experience of the universe as a radically interconnected, structured system ordered to an end. The idea of God is something we abstract from this experience in a more or less formal way. Our knowledge of God is, furthermore, entirely unlike our knowledge of mathematicals, of which we have a true intuition. When we know the equation for a parabola, we can see it clearly and completely in my mind and comprehend in that equation everything which is contained or implied in it. This is the sort of knowledge which Thomas ascribed to the Angels and to God—and to humanity at the moment of the Beatific Vision. Our knowledge of God, on the other hand, especially our natural knowledge of God, is lacking in this sort of clarity and distinctness. We see “as in a mirror darkly.” While the idea of God is certainly useful for explaining the existence and organization of the universe, we cannot derive from our idea of God other truths, such as Fermat’s Last Theorem or the color of the woodwork in our neighbor’s den. Indeed, it would not be too much to say that the Augustinian solution to the problem of intellectual knowledge fails utterly to distinguish between reason and revelation, or even between reason and the Beatific Vision, much less to distinguish the various grades of intellectual knowledge, natural and supernatural. It leads inevitably either to fideism, which ascribes all knowledge to revelation of one kind or another,
 or else to an intellectual over-reaching which, in claiming as intuitive our limited and impoverished knowledge of God, ultimately deprives us of the true intuition of the divine which we have fully only in beatitude, and which we taste in this life only in the prophetic-mystical union which derives from connaturality with God in the supernaturally just act (Maritain 1937).

In the wake of the industrial, democratic, and scientific revolutions, which gave human beings a more profound sense of their own power and creativity, and of the Kantian analysis of the role of the human intellect in producing knowledge, there was a tendency to substitute artistic, religious, or intellectual intuition for divine illumination. This approach is characteristic of objective idealists such as the French and Italian “ontologists” Malebranche, Gioberti, and Rosmini (McCool 1977), the Germans Schelling (Schelling 1810/1994) and Drey (McCool 1977) and the Russian Vladimir Soloviev (Soloviev 1878/1950), as well as of certain religiously oriented phenomenologists such as Scheler (Scheler 1928) and Seifert (Seifert 1981), both of whom are very close intellectually to Karol Woytila (Pope John Paul II). Transferring the agency of illumination from God to the human intellect, however, doesn’t really change anything. In neither case is there any real argument that the object of intuition or primitive revelation actually exists, nor is there any nontheological explanation for why some intuit, or belong to a tradition which recognizes, God, and others do not. Indeed, medieval divine illumination could at least plead that it was attempting to explain an idea which most people at the time would have acknowledged having; intuitionism represents a conscious leap into the irrational.

Dialectical Approaches

The finite intellect knows only by turning to something outside itself. This something cannot be God who, as we have suggested, we know only mediately, by inference from particulars. It must, therefore, be the data of the senses or, as we have specified above, the image or “phantasm” produced by the brain in response to stimuli received from the external sense organs. Thomas, following Aristotle, understands the process by which we grasp intelligible truths encoded in these images as one of “abstraction.” A faculty called the “agent intellect” illuminates the images or “phantasms” we garner from experience and abstracts from them their intelligible essences. The passive or potential intellect then takes on the form of the thing known, thereby “becoming” it “intentionally” (Aristotle De anima III, Thomas Summa Theologiae I Q 85, a 1, 2, and De Veritate 2:2, Maritain 1937, Peifer 1964).

Now Aristotle, who first advanced the idea of the agent intellect, left its status rather ambiguous. On the one hand, the intellect is a power of the soul, which is the form of the body, and would appear to be something individual. On the other hand, as an immaterial principle, the intellect was individuated by its species, suggesting that there was, in fact, only one intellect for all of humanity (von Steenberghen 1980: 29-74). Ibn Sina (Avicenna) regarded intellection as a fundamentally divine activity and treated the agent intellect as the last of the intelligences which emanates from the unmoved mover—the lowest one in fact. This agent intellect was responsible for creating the forms of all material objects and for “informing” the individual “potential intellects” of each individual with the essence of the objects it experienced. Later commentators, such as Ibn Rusd (Averroes) went further, arguing that not only the agent but also the passive intellect is one—that we know universals not with individual minds but with a single collective mind which, in effect, does our thinking for us, using individual human animals essentially as data collectors. 

To claim the unity of the agent and even more so of the passive intellect seems bizarre and contrary to experience. We appear, for better or worse, to do our own thinking and to have different ideas from other people. It also creates serious theological problems, calling into question personal immortality and moral responsibility, among other things. Still, the doctrine captures something important about the nature of human knowledge of universals—that it derives from our participation in a reality larger and higher than ourselves and distinctly different from, even as it builds on, our animal endowments. Dante (Alighieri. De Monarchia), who had been influenced by the Latin Averroists but rejected metaphysical monopsychism, stressed that it took humanity as a whole, collectively, to realize the full potential of the human intellect. He thus implicitly recognized knowledge as a social reality which develops over time and which is bound up both with the structures which organize human civilizations and with the larger struggle for a just social order which makes possible the full development of human capacities (Gilson 1968: 167).

Dante’s approach suggests it might indeed be possible to join a dialectical sociology with a realist metaphysics of knowledge after all. It has become clear from the study of human cognition that, whatever the role of biological factors, the development of the intellect depends on, even as it contributes to, the emergence of ever more complex forms of social organization (Durkheim 1911/1965, Bogdanov 1928/1980, Luria 1974/1976). This suggests that what Aristotle called the agent intellect is, in fact, nothing other than human society itself. This way of understanding the agent intellect provides an interesting solution to the problem of its unity or multiplicity. The social system is both one and many. It is “one” in the sense that it is ultimately a single interconnected system, prior to the individual, which informs his/her particular intellect from the outside. It is many both in its internal diversity and in the sense that it is internalized, and internalized differently by different individuals, so that however dependent we are on our social context for the basic forms of our thought, there is no group mind which is doing our thinking for us. But the development of higher degrees of abstraction depends in part at least on the development of more complex forms of social organization, and might be held back by deformations in the social structure.

Just how this works becomes clear when we consider a second concept from the Thomistic theory of knowledge, that is, the idea of connaturality. The basic idea here is simple: that like knows like. We have already seen how this informs the Aristotelian-Thomistic theory of sensation. But Thomas develops the idea further, and suggests that it is the key to intellectual knowledge as well. His starting point here is the Jewish concept of da’ath ’elohim. Generally translated “knowledge of God,” the prophets continually identified da’ath ’ elohim with ethical conduct (see, for example, Hosea 4: 1-2, 6:3). The idea is that in the just act we know God experientially and nonconceptually, because in that act we share in the divine nature—that is, we become connatural with God. This forms the basis for the Catholic doctrine of “caritative wisdom,” the nonconceptual wisdom which characterizes the highest levels of mystical experience, where acting with a perfect divine love and justice, we in effect become divine ourselves and in knowing our own act know God in Her essence (Thomas Summa Theologiae II, Q 45, a2, Maritain 1937).

It follows from this insight that anything we live or do, we in a certain sense become and thus know. Thus Thomas argues that the person who has prudence, temperance, fortitude, or justice, knows these virtues even without studying philosophy of theology. But this means that by living in a definite social structure we in effect live that structure and become connatural with it and thus know it preconceptually and experientially. This preconceptual knowledge then illuminates the images we garner from our sense experience and allows us to perceive certain aspects of their intelligible structure—but not others which remain opaque because we have not yet lived them.

In order to see the explanatory power of this theory we need first to distinguish between the various degrees of intellectual knowledge
 and ask why certain degrees or forms of knowledge seem to predominate in some societies rather than others. The Thomistic tradition has, following Aristotle, historically distinguished between three degrees of abstraction, abstractio totius, abstractio formae, and separatio. Abstractio totius (or total abstraction) abstracts from individualizing matter, that is, it leaves behind Fido and Rover to rise to the notion of “dog.” For Thomas as for Aristotle this sort of abstraction is especially characteristic of physics, but it is, of course, employed by all of the sciences. Abstractio formae (or formal abstraction) abstracts from matter as such, in order to render the form fully intelligible. For Thomas as for Aristotle this is the sort of abstraction which is characteristic of mathematics. One leaves behind the orbits of the particular planets in order to rise to their intelligible form, which is that of an ellipse. The third degree of abstraction, which he calls separatio, which is characteristic of first philosophy or metaphysics, “separates” the act of existence from not only the matter but also the form, and judges that existence is possible apart from matter, and that there is indeed something which exists apart from matter, namely God or Being itself (Thomas In Boethius De Trinitate Q 5.). This final degree of abstraction we call transcendental, because in rising to the idea of Being such it also rises to the transcendental properties of Being, that is, those properties of Being which pertain to things simply in so far as they are, rather than because of what they are (Thomas Summa Theologiae I Q 5, 6, 11, 16; Reith 1958: 122ff). Traditional enumerations of the transcendentals include Beauty, Truth, Goodness, and Unity. This is the sort of abstraction which is involved both in scientific explanation, which shows why something is and why it is the way it is, as well as in the metaphysical ascent to God. Clearly it is also this sort of abstraction alone which allows us to conclude to principles of value. 

We should point out that the distinction made in German Idealism between “Verstand” or Understanding and “Vernunft” or Reason is in fact convertible with the distinction between formal and transcendental abstraction. Verstand grasps merely the external relationships among phenomena, through the media of categories (logical wholes, mathematical formalisms) whereas Vernunft penetrates their inner essence and comprehends their organizing principle. For Kant, of course, such a grasp of the organizing principle is possible only for practical reason, which grasps the principles of our actions; for Hegel, who regards Spirit as the Idea become conscious of itself as it emerges from its self-externalization in nature, Vernunft is, in fact the principle of the natural as well as the social worlds, both of which can be comprehended in their totality (Hegel, Encyclopaedia para 467 Zusatz). Hegel gives as an example of Verstand Kepler’s laws of planetary motion. The existence of the planets, their nature as planets, and their motion are all given; there is no necessary relationship between these givens and the laws of motion themselves. This does not mean that Kepler’s laws are without value. “Understanding  . . . is a necessary moment of rational thinking.” (Hegel, Encyclopaedia para 467 Zusatz) Before we can advance to Vernunft we must first “separate the essential from the contingent” (that is, the general or universal from the particular) and advance to a rigorous definition. Kepler’s discovery thus merits “eternal fame (Hegel, Encyclopaedia (Outline) para 212).” But the categories in terms of which the laws are framed can themselves be comprehended only by the higher faculty of Vernunft which, having grasped the Idea, can then return to derive from it “the concepts of space and time, the moments whose relation is motion (Hegel, Encyclopaedia (Outline) para 212).”

Dialectical materialism makes a similar distinction between degrees of intellectual knowledge, though the terminology used is less regular and consistent. Marx, for example, distinguished between bourgeois political economy, which grasped only the external relations between commodities, and his own critique of political economy which penetrated to the inner essence of the commodity. Bourgeois political economy, with its mathematical formalisms for determining price, etc., is a “necessary precondition for a genetic presentation, (Marx 1863/1971: 500),” but it leaves its categories themselves (commodity, money, capital, price, profit, etc.) unexplained. 

Classical political economy seeks to reduce the fixed and mutually alien forms of wealth to their inner unity by means of analysis and to strip away the form in which they exist independently alongside one another  . . . it is not interested in elaborating how the various forms came into being, but seeks to reduce them to their unity by means of analysis, because it starts with them as given premises (Marx 1863/1971: 500).

This limitation he attributes to what he calls its “analytic method” (Marx 1863/1963: 500). Bourgeois political economy takes its categories as given and then analyses their properties, reducing them ultimately to mathematical formalisms. The task of Marx’s “critique of political economy” is to look behind these categories to the principle which alone can explain them: 

Now, however, we have to perform a task never even attempted by bourgeois economics. That is, we have to show the origin of this money-form, we have to trace the development of the expression of value contained in the value-relation of commodities from its simplest, almost imperceptible outline to the dazzling money-form. When this has been done, the mystery of money will immediately disappear (Marx 1867/1976: 139).

Marx finds this principle in labor-power, which is the source of all value, and in terms of which alone the capitalist economy can be explained.

There is more at issue here, however, than simply penetrating beneath the phenomenon to the organizing principle. This organizing principle is, for both Hegel and Marx, a principle of motion or of development. Once one has grasped the inner logic of something, one has also grasped its internal contradictions and thus the conditions for its supersession by a still more complex form of organization. Thus in Hegel’s “critique of mechanics” a rational comprehension of space, time, and motion is also, at the same time, a grasp of the rational necessity of the “elementary particle,” the existence of which is implied by these more abstract categories. And in Marx’s critique of political economy, comprehending capitalism means comprehending the crisis tendencies which lead ultimately to its dissolution and supersession by a higher form of organization, that is, socialism. Where Verstand can only describe change, Vernunft comprehends it. In this sense as well Vernunft is like the Aristotelian-Thomistic separatio or what we have called transcendental abstraction, which grasps the principle which draw all things into Being.

It might, of course, be objected, that the Aristotelian-Thomistic transcendental abstraction concludes to a teleological principle, that is, God as final cause, whereas the Hegelian-Marxist dialectics concludes to a principle which is teleonomic, which, that is, drives the system in question toward an end which is already implicit from the very beginning by means of internal contradictions. This point is well taken, and later works will take up this problem. Let it suffice for now to point out that the difference is at the level of cosmology or metaphysics and not epistemology, which is our concern in this chapter. More serious, perhaps, is the fact that for Marxism, at least, the principle to which dialectics concludes is not God, but rather self-organizing matter. But this, too, is a metaphysical and not an epistemological difference, and one which will be addressed at least in part in Chapter Four. There is nothing in Marx’s (implicit) epistemology or in the more explicit epistemologies of his followers which would rule out the possibility of metaphysical knowledge. 

Now if we look at the historical development of human thought, it rapidly becomes apparent that while totalization is nearly universal, a reflex of the division of even the simplest human societies into taxa (clans, phratries, tribes, etc.), formal abstraction develops only in market societies. Thus, a fully abstract mathematics develops for the first time in Greece in the sixth century, a period which witnessed the rapid development of petty commodity relations as the emergence of a specialized agriculture centered on wine and oil production led to an explosion of trade coupled with rapid economic differentiation (Anderson 1974). Mathematical formalization, furthermore, becomes the ideal of knowledge only in societies which, like our own, are characterized by generalized commodity production. The apparent absence of formal abstraction in pre-market societies is also attested by Luria’s research in Uzbekistan in the 1920s, where he found that peasants from remote villagers, unlike those who were participating in collective farms, show little or no ability to solve simple problems requiring formal reasoning. This is hardly surprising. In a market economy society presents itself as a system of quantities (prices) and people soon begin to view the universe as a whole in much the same way.

The historical development of transcendental abstraction presents us with a far more complex picture. Most tribal and communitarian societies clearly have something like a capacity for transcendental abstraction, as is attested by the elaboration of myths which involve imaginative representations of something like a transcendental first principle. Consider the Keres Sussistinako, or Thinking Woman, who thinks out and brings the universe into being. This capacity to rise to knowledge of the organization principle of the universe rests on the day-to-day experience of life in a community in which every person has a definite function in service to a common end, an experience which makes it possible to theorize the ultimate purpose of the universe as a whole. The struggles of oppressed peasant communities against the warlord states of the tributary epoch seem to have further developed this capacity. Thus ‘El yahwi sabaoth yisrael, El who brings into being the armies of Israel, is soon recognized as äåäé (YHWH), the causative power of Being itself, who is also creator of heaven and earth. 
At the same time, this sort of transcendental abstraction is without benefit of formalization. Philosophy, which depends on both formal and transcendental abstraction, emerges only in market societies. But here we run into a paradox. As market relations penetrate into every sphere of life and traditional village communities dissolve, it becomes more and more difficult for people to see any global purpose in society—or indeed in the universe. The capacity for transcendental abstraction atrophies. Philosophy, we will argue, emerges as a form of resistance to this dynamic, a form of defense of the sapiential dimension of human knowledge against the nihilism generated by the market order—and thus of humanity’s higher capacities generally against their degradation by consumerism.
 

Realism and the Sociology of Knowledge

Doesn’t this solution, though, open the floodgates for relativism and undermine the possibility of any authentic knowledge of universals? If society is the agent intellect, aren’t the universals to which it concludes merely social products, artifacts of the way particular societies organize themselves, useful, perhaps, for understanding the customs and mores of the societies in question but hardly a window on the organization of the universe, much less on God and the transcendental principles of value?

The answer to this question turns on our earlier analysis of the nature of sensation. Once we have established that the images we garner from the senses really do encode information about the organization of the universe, and that intellectual knowledge is based on an abstraction from the senses, and is not merely the free creation of a disembodied intellect (human or divine), then we must acknowledge that the ideas we abstract from these images have, at the very least, some connection with reality. The strength of this connection can furthermore be tested in practice. Incorrect ideas simply don’t work. There can be no doubt that human societies, like the sensory systems of various animal species, are finite and can reveal only part of the systems which they perceive. There is, furthermore, no doubt that the part of reality which is revealed by these structures is selected by the needs of the social systems in question, just as animals develop those senses which serve their adaptive strategies. But abstractions which help a society to survive and flourish must disclose something important about the way the universe really works, just as well adapted sensory systems disclose something important about an animal’s environment. Ideas and systems of ideas which lead to stagnation and decline are probably flawed in some way. Ideas, in other words, develop on definite material bases (the human nervous system) and are formed by definite structural principles (those of the society in which they are produced). They are, nonetheless, ordered to the Truth, even if they also serve particular social interests. Indeed, their ability to serve those interests, and the viability of those interests themselves, is constrained by their relationship to the Truth.

From this vantage point it becomes clear that the practice of ideological criticism is by no means opposed to the agenda of epistemological and metaphysical realism—even to a strong realism which claims to be able to rise to the idea of God and of the transcendental principles of value. Ideological criticism is, rather, an integral part of the dialectic of ascent by which we discover what the Truth is and indeed that it Is. Demonstrating that a particular set of ideas (e.g. the Aztec belief that the universe came into being through divine self-sacrifice and had to be sustained by continuing human sacrifice) legitimates particular social interests (that of the Aztec warlords and their priestly allies) does not by itself demonstrate that the ideas in question are wrong. But when we understand that the Aztec empire fell, and how, including the ways in which Aztec religion was implicated in the fall, we are at least one step closer to knowing that the Aztecs were (at least partly) wrong after all, as well as to gaining some insight into what does in fact create and sustain organization (social or cosmic). 

It might be objected that this already presupposes a principle of value: that is, that it is a good thing that civilizations survive and continue to grow and develop. There is some truth in this, but only so much. We need to be more precise about what it means to presuppose something. Whether or not we share their aim, the Aztecs were, in fact, trying to survive and they were helped and hindered in this struggle by various aspects of their ideology. The same is true of other civilizations. Indeed, everything in the universe struggles after its own manner to persist in being—a point even Nietzsche would accept. 
Certain ideas, those which have a relatively larger share in the truth, help us in this struggle; others, those which have a lesser share, hold us back. This suggests that Being is indeed a transcendental principle of value. A definitive judgment, of course, is possible only at the End, and which we can never know with certainty and in advance. But the cumulative judgments of history, harvested by ideological criticism, do in fact gradually give shape to at least a rough and ready knowledge of what Is, and thus to some criterion for judgment.
 

This intimate connection between Being and Truth, on which the practice of ideological criticism depends, but which it also helps to gradually reveal, in fact is an instance of the third Thomistic concept which we have suggested might be useful to our problem: the convertibility of the transcendentals—the properties of Being such as the Beautiful, the True, the Good, and the One. When we say that the transcendentals are “convertible” we mean that they differ from each other only in relation and not in nature. Beauty is Being as an object of perception, Truth is Being as an object of judgment, Goodness is Being as an object of desire or will, or considered as an end. The underlying reality, however, remains the same (Thomas Summa Theologiae I Q 5, 6, 11, 16; Reith 1958: 122ff). Thus “ideological-critical” judgments are, in the first instance, judgments that an idea is unjust, that it helps to legitimate a system which holds back the development of human social capacities. It is thus a moral judgment which refers at least implicitly to the Good. But societies which hold back human development, Marx has taught us, are ultimately unstable and unlikely to persist in being. The ideological-critical judgment is thus also judgment of Being—that is, a judgment that the society’s existence, at least in its present form, is very much in question. Now ideas which don’t work, which indeed undermine a society’s very existence, do so because they are false, or of relatively limited truth value. The ideological critical judgment is thus also, by extension, a judgment of Truth. 

This opens up for us the possibility of not only explaining the nihilism and despair which characterize our epoch, but also of judging it intellectually and morally. Under the market system people experience society as either a system of only externally related individuals (atoms) or as a system of quantities (prices), and begin to think about the universe as a whole in much the same way. Neither atomistic nor quantitative-formal systems have an immanent , with the result that teleological thinking largely disappears and people simply assume that the universe is not ordered to an end. The result is, first of all, atheism, and second an inability to ground ethical judgments. Without any principle of value by which to judge it, the market allocation of resources cannot be challenged and the market order is secure. Atheism, in other words, is a form of bourgeois ideology. 

Now the market has no access to information regarding the impact of various activities on the development of human social capacities. It “knows” only supply and demand, production capacities and preferences backed by purchasing power and it allocates resources in a way which maximizes not human development, but rather return on investment. It has, moreover, been demonstrated, that these two criteria are in fundamental contradiction with each other. Because, other things being equal,
 the rate of return on investments is lower in high skill, high technology activities than in low skill, low technology activities, capital tends to be redeployed to activities which represent a lower level of human development (Marx 1867/1977, Mandel 1968). The market system, in other words, holds back the development of human social capacities. This in turn leads to social contradictions and eventually to social revolution, decadence, or collapse. Ideologies that help legitimate the market system, in other words, lead toward civilizational collapse, and thus cannot possibly reflect a correct reading of reality. This does not relieve us of the responsibility of arguing for cosmic teleology and the existence of God, or of demonstrating the superiority of nonmarket systems, but it does suggest that ideological critical activity, as well as the essentially similar activity carried out by the magisterium of the Church in relation to doctrines judged dangerous to human spiritual development, is not contrary to the search for truth but rather consonant with and even supportive of it.
 

It is not possible in this context to elaborate a complete theory of ideology, but we do need to develop at least briefly a few concepts that we will use in the succeeding chapters as we make our ascent toward the Truth. First, it is useful to distinguish between the spontaneous ideological effects of a particular social structure and the conscious ideological polemics elaborated by intellectuals on behalf of various social classes. Spontaneous ideological reflexes are generally reproduced by the family which acts as ideological agent of the society and shapes the individual’s underlying outlook to the world along with his/her basic character (Fromm 1947). Conscious ideological polemics are, on the other hand, elaborated by intellectuals of various sorts, tied to various social classes and organized by various social institutions (temple, congregation, diocese, monastery, university...) (Gramsci 1949c, Althusser 1969/1971). Thus life in a warlord state spontaneously makes people think of the world as a dangerous place dominated by forces of chaos and construction. Explicit doctrines which claim that the universe was actually created by the self-sacrificial heroism of warrior gods are, on the other hand, a product of the activity of an organized intelligentsia tied to the warlord state. Life in a market society makes people think of the universe as a system of quantities (prices) or only externally related atoms (individuals). The idea that the universe is produced by numbers (Pythagoreanism) or can be comprehended in a mathematical formalism (mathematical-physical rationalism) or the idea that the universe is made up of atoms or elementary particles of various kinds and evolves through their random interaction and natural selection (ancient and modern atomism) is a product of intelligentsias tied to various sectors within bourgeois society. 

In this work we will be more concerned with the conscious polemics elaborated by intellectuals. The social character of intellectuals themselves and their relationship to various social classes thus becomes a matter of paramount importance. On the one hand, it should be clear that intellectuals do not constitute social class in the historical materialist sense of sharing a common relationship to the means of production. Rather, intellectual activity is a social function or productive sector like agriculture, transport, trade, or industry. Intellectuals themselves can be members of any social class. They may, for example, derive their means of subsistence from attachment to a temple complex with taxing powers, be retainers of warlords, independent gentry with their own lands, entrepreneurial or rentier capitalists, independent “petty bourgeois” practitioners of liberal arts or professions, or relatively privileged or proletarianized wage-laborers. Matters are complicated somewhat, though, by the fact that intellectuals from one class may be employed by another to elaborate ideologies which serve its interests. Here Gramsci’s distinction between organic and traditional intellectuals is useful, but it goes to far. Organic intellectuals, According to Gramsci, are those developed by a fundamental social class
 to articulate its own distinctive view of the world; traditional intellectuals are those associated with past ruling, intermediate, or subaltern classes who can be called on to develop ideologies which legitimate the political projects of fundamental classes to sectors of society which cannot be reached by an organic ideology. Thus bourgeoisie and proletariat alike have called on the clergy to enlist the support of the peasantry for capitalism and socialism respectively. According to Gramsci only fundamental social classes can have organic intellectuals because only they can articulate a vision and a strategy for comprehensively organizing human society. This, he suggests, is the reason for the historical impotence of intellectuals attached to intermediate strata (aristocratic retainers, petty-bourgeois masters and professors), who must ally themselves with one or another fundamental class or face historic irrelevance. Thus Plato’s project for a society governed by philosopher-kings was doomed, and he was obliged, perhaps against his will, to serve as an ideologue for the displaced landed elites of democratic Athens. 

This analysis is flawed. It misses the fact that there have been societies in which intellectuals did play the leading role, even though it is not really accurate to speak of them as a ruling class. Thus in communitarian and archaic societies
, “intellectuals” in the sense of those who more most developed in the arts, sciences, and wisdom, held positions of respect which allowed them to guide their societies noncoercively along trajectories of growth and development. Later categories of intellectuals emerged as this stratum was displaced by the advent of the warlord state and later by the emergence of markets, and had to find new ways to survive and exercise their historic vocation. Sometimes this meant selling out to the new ruling classes or actually becoming members of the tributary elite (usually as priests of a sacrificial cult) or later of the bourgeoisie (usually as rentiers, occasionally as entrepreneurs). But it must be recognized that even intellectuals who were far from proletarianized (the prophets of Ancient Israel along one trajectory, or Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle along another) often became theorists of communitarian or archaic restoration, and that the “organic intellectual of the proletariat” in the Communist Party, who understands the “line of march, conditions, and ultimate general result” of human history (Marx 1848/1978)” is very much in this mold. It is also possible to compromise with one exploiting class in order to contain dangers posed by another, which are deemed greater, and for movements of resistance to various forms of exploitation, each with its own constituency and led by its own intelligentsia, more or less deformed by its own history of compromises, to come into conflict with each other. This, we will see, is the story of the struggle between the Christian clergy (carriers of a prophetic tradition seriously compromised by accommodation to tributary and market structures) and the secular intelligentsia, carriers of the dialectical tradition. 

The intellectual, in other words, has an authentic vocation to the Truth, but like everyone else exercises this vocation under definite material conditions and formed by definite structural principles. In analyzing the conscious polemics of various intelligentsias it is important to keep in mind both their ordering to the Truth and their concrete historical limitations. 

The question remains as to what historical standpoint is most adequate; presumably it is this standpoint that anyone with an authentic intellectual vocation must adopt. Lukacs’ poses this question in a particularly dramatic way when he claims that the “standpoint of the proletariat” is in fact the “standpoint of totality.” As we suggest at the beginning of this chapter, this claim is, on face value, simply outrageous. But let us look at it more closely now, in the light of what we have said about the social determination of knowledge by means of connaturality. What is the “standpoint of the proletariat,” if it is not the standpoint of creativity and the just act? The worker, in the very act of working creates, adds something to the degree of organization of the universe, and thus shares in the creative life of God. And in struggling to transcend the market order and create a new society the proletariat as a class struggles to create the conditions for still more productive labor. In this sense it is possible to argue that the standpoint of the proletariat is in fact the standpoint not only of totality but of God Herself. The bourgeoisie and other exploiting classes, on the other hand, in so far as they merely consume and do not contribute to the development of human capacities—and especially in so far as they defend capitalism and oppose socialism, suffers a real derogation of its humanity, an ontological degradation which sets it (though not hopelessly) on the road to nothingness. 

This said, we should point out that connaturality, even with God, does not by itself confer discursive knowledge. The mystic brings no new doctrine from her ecstatic union with the divine. Rather, the structure of the system with which we have become connatural illuminates the images which we have garner from experience, opening up the possibility—but only the possibility—of superior knowledge. In order for this possibility to be realized experience, and the hard work of science, are still necessary. The proletariat, in other words, occupies a superior epistemological vantage point because it is, in a sense, ontologically closer to God. But in order to profit from that vantage point the virtues of art and science and wisdom must still be cultivated. Second, we should also note that the connaturality in question is not confined to the proletariat, but is shared by all of the working classes. Peasants and artisans and working intellectuals also create and also struggle for a society which makes it possible for their creativity to flourish.

What difference does this make politically? Once again, it is certainly not a carte blanche for repression. On the contrary, the proletariat by its very nature aims at the building up of everything—and this includes the restoration of the bourgeoisie and other nonproductive classes to full humanity. At the same time, it does say something about the scope of the public arena. Participation in deliberations regarding the nature of, and means to, the Common Good are possible only for those who occupy a standpoint which makes it possible to know the Common Good. For this reason, polities constituted by exploiting classes lack legitimacy, and it is permissible (though not obligatory) for legitimate polities to disenfranchise exploiting classes as a step toward their expropriation and re-education. 

More important, however, is what this analysis suggests about the proper starting point of both philosophy and ideological criticism. The nonconceptual knowledge of God which we have in the just act inevitably seeks words so that it can persuade and arguments so that it can demonstrate, and thus effectively order others to justice. This was the starting point of Socrates, who set out to combat the relativism of the sophists, which left the people of Athens defenseless against the injustice of the emerging petty commodity economy, giving them no criterion by which to judge the transformation of the polis into an instrument of private gain. It was also the starting point of Marx, whose critique of religion as an obstacle to social progress ultimately has more in common with prophetic critiques grounded in experiential knowledge of that unnamable-bringing-into-being which Judaism calls äåäé (YHWH) than with the atheism which is a reflex of the marketplace and an option for nihilism and despair. And it must become our starting point as we cut through the thick web of illusions generated by the market system, illusions which block the perception of meaning and undermine judgments of value, providing the rentier elite with an alibi for its obscene consumerism and undermining the initiative of the working classes. It must become our starting point too as we unravel the “hermeneutical” and other circles drawn by the postmodernists and other teachers of despair and show them instead to be dialectical spirals which, firmly rooted in and ever cognizant of the finitude and partiality of all human knowledge, nonetheless mounts ever higher toward totality and the infinite.

Notes

1.The reader may object that the neurobiological results we have cited could also be interpreted to lend credence in varying degrees to sociobiological, behaviorist or other approaches to learning and knowledge, depending on where the line between innate and learned knowledge is drawn. This is correct, in so far as these trends also acknowledge a relationship between what we experience (the image) and the real world. But even at this stage in the argument we should note that the Aristotelian and Thomistic account of the internal senses is far more developed, and more nearly compatible with the results of neurobiology than, say, Lockean empiricism, which treats the mind as a blank slate, and allows no role for the soul in producing the image. In the later stages of our argument, where we analyze the process of abstraction, and the role of the image in this process, we will differentiate our position, and the Aristotelian tradition generally, more clearly from moderate as well as radical empiricism. 


2.Thus the radical Reformed doctrine of Doowyweird who argued that even our knowledge of mathematicals depends on faith in Jesus Christ.


3.Readers should note that the question of the degrees of abstraction is quite controversial in Thomistic circles and that this account is simplified at best. For a fuller treatment cf. Cajetan, In De Ente et Essentia, Prooemium, Q 1, n 5., De Nominium Analogia 5; John of St. Thomas, Ars Logica II, Q 27, a 1; Maritain 1937, 1951; Simmons 1959; Maurer 1964, Pugh 1997).


4.This thesis will be developed at much greater length in Chapter Four.


5.It might be asked what this approach adds to the sort of dialectical critical realism proposed by thinkers like Roy Bhaskar (Bhaskar 1989, 1993), which also attempts to reconcile realism with, among other things, social scientific theories which point to the social determination of our ideas? Isn’t it a bit anachronistic to revive an idea like that of the agent intellect, which even most contemporary Thomists avoid discussing? It must be said, to begin with, that Bhaskar’s work has made an important contribution to the defense of Marxism against neoliberalism, particularly of the variety represented by Hayek (Hayek 1988) and others in the broadly neo-Humean trend which has dominated Anglo-American philosophy for more than a century. Specifically, he makes a powerful case for the possibility of what he calls an “explanatory-critical social science” against those who argue that the objects of such a science (e.g. social structures) simply don’t exist. But Bhaskar’s achievement is also his limitation. Following Althusser, he understands philosophy as an “underlaborer” for the sciences (physical, biological, and social) without any formal object of its own, which, by means of transcendental arguments (a term he understands in the Kantian sense) shows what the world must be like for such actually existing science to be possible (Bhaskar 1989: 14-15). While this often leads him to clarifying interventions (e.g. his critiques of individualistic and collectivist social science), it means that he can never advance to a really critical vantage point in relationship to those sciences, or argue for the possibility or necessity of a discipline which does not exist or is currently in disfavor, such as metaphysics. He thus never really even addresses the possibility of properly metaphysical knowledge, and treats arguments for the existence of God as merely a stop-gap measure introduced to remedy failures in alternative epistemologies, such as that of Descartes (Bhaskar 1993: 312). Indeed, Bhaskar never really even develops a complete theory of knowledge, limiting himself to a transcendental defense of realism, and neglecting the psychological side of the problem altogether. From here, of course, there follow a whole series of metaphysical—and political—differences, at least some of which will be addressed in later chapters.


�Specifically, when there are no monopoly rents on skill or innovation, and when we control for short term speculative pressures such as those which have inflated many high technology stocks in the past decade, even though most of the corporations issuing these securities are not actually earning anything at all. 


7.Needless to say, this does not necessarily imply that those charged with ideological critical activities should be endowed with coercive power. On the contrary, unless the common good authentically requires coercion, acts should ordinarily be engaged in the same forum in which they occur. Speech, in other words, should be met with speech, political actions with political action, and arms with arms. 


8.Fundamental social classes are those which are defined by the dominant relations of production of a particular social formation: lord and peasant, capitalist and proletarian. 


9.Communitarian societies are those in which land is controlled by the village community and is periodically redistributed among families to ensure a rough equality. Surplus is allocated informally to support activities which promote human development (the study of the stars, of animals and plants) or which help conserve the integrity of the social system and pass on accumulated wisdom (religious rituals). Most human societies between the development of horticulture (7000 B.C.E.) and the development of metals technology (3000 B.C.E.) appear to have been communitarian. This was a period of rapid technological and scientific development (Lenski 1982). Archaic societies add to a communitarian base a mechanism for centralizing surplus across several villages to support a temple complex. Evidence for such societies is sketchy, but legends of a “golden age” as well as archeological evidence from the Americas (Chaco), Europe (Stonehenge and Avebury), and the Mediterranean (Cattal Huyuk) suggest the existence of such societies (Stone 1976).
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