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68 MIKKO YRJONSUURI GYULA KLIMA

IS ..... si ponamus hominem non esse animal. ponimus quod 'animal' non sit in intellectu
'hominis' ... Green (1963, 27).
16 ..... quandoconsequensintelligiturin antecedente",Green (1963,26).
17 See Kretzmann and Stump (1985).
II Green (1963. 83).
19 ..... ita manifesta quod eius oppositum non potest opinari." Green (1963. 83).
20 Green (1963, 84).
21 Ockham (1974, 739-741).
22 ..Unde ilia sola propositio impossibilis ex qua per regulas et propositiones per se notas, de
quibus nullus intellectus dubitare potest, non possum inferri comradiaoria, est recipienda in
positione impossibili." Ockham (1974.739).
23 Ockham (1974, 740).
24 "Ad impertinens autem debet respondere secundum sui qualitatem. Quia enim haec
propositio 'asinus est animal' modo de facto est vera, et esset vera posito quod haec contradic
toria essent simul vera 'nullus homo est animal'. 'aliquis homo est animal'...... Chatton (1989,
154) (prol. q. 3, a. 1).
2S quantum est exforma consequentiae". Chatton (1989, 154) (prol. q. 3, a. 1).
26 res principaliter significata per praedicatum sit quidditas vel pars quidditatis rei
significatae per subiectum," Chatton (1989, 154) (prol. q. 3, a 1).
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SAINT ANSELM'S PROOF:

A PROBLEM OF REFERENCE, INTENTIONAL IDENTITY

AND MUTUAL UNDERSTANDING

O. INTRODUCTION: A PROBLEM OF EXISTENCE OR OF REFERENCE?

Saint Anselm's proof for God's existence in his Proslogion, as the label
"ontological" retrospectively hung on it indicates, is usually treated as
involving some sophisticated problem of, or a much less sophisticated
tampering with, the concept of existence. In this paper I intend to approach
Saint Anselm's reasoning from a somewhat different angle.

First, I will point out that what makes many of our contemporaries think it
involves a problem with the concept of existence is our modem conception of
reference, intimately tied up with the concept of existence. On the other hand,
I also wish to show that the conception of reference that is at work in Saint
Anselm's argument, indeed, that is generally at work in medieval thought, is
radically different, not so tied up with the concept of existence, while it is at
least as justifiable as the modem conception.

Secondly, I intend to show that with this understanding of Saint Anselm's
argument we can see that it is a valid proof of God's existence. But then we
shall immediately face the problem of the rationality of atheism: does the Fool
deny God only because he is truly a fool (as Anselm himself and many
medieval defenders of his proof held)?

In the third section of the paper, therefore, I show how, despite the validity
of Saint Anselm's proof, an atheist can consistently maintain his position, even
within the medieval conception of reference. But this will immediately raise
the problem whether in thinking of God the Saint and the Fool can ever think
of the same object, i.e., all the thorny problems of intentional identity.

In the ensuing discussion, I consider how the conception of reference
presented in the first section handles these problems, and how it is related to
contemporary discussions of the "causal", or "historical explanation theory" of
reference.

In the concluding section of the paper I remark on the value of these
considerations for understanding Saint Thomas Aquinas' rejection of Saint
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Anselm's proof, and the significance of this rejection in his al~e~ative

program of natural theology. I will also bri~fly re~ect on the pos~IbIhty of
mutual understanding between people of radically different worldviews.

I. THE MODERN YS. THE MEDlEYAL CONCEPTION OF REFERENCE

On the paradigmatic account of reference in contemporary philosophical
semantics, owing in large part to Russell's Theory of Descriptions, the burden
of reference is taken to be carried basically by the bound variables of quantifi
cation theory, which supposedly reflects all there is to the universal logical
features, or "deep structure" of natural languages. 1 This account, c.oupl~with
the Kantian- Fregean idea of existence as a second-order predicate, i.e., a
quantifier, quite naturally leads to Quine's slogan: "to be is to be a value of a

bound variable'V
Within this framework, Saint Anselm's reasoning is either bound to be

regarded as sheer nonsense, falling prey to a simple category-mistake'. or, on
a more charitable account, allowing some sense of existence as a (first-order)
predicate, it may be interpreted as presupposing a referent for his key
description ("that than which nothing greater can be thought of'), and hence,
though proving that this referent is existent and cannot be thought to be no~
existent (in the first-order sense), failing to provide a proof that there really IS
such a referent (in the second-order sense)."

Leaving the former, and cruder, form of criticism aside,"I think it is worth
noticing in the second one the smooth transition from "the description has/does
not have a referent" to "the referent of the description does/does not exist", or
(giving the word "exist" to Quine's Wyman"), "there is an.object/there is no
object referred to by the description". What is interesting in the smoothness of
this transition is how easy it is nowadays to have an unreflected, and accord
ingly deep conviction that whatever more restricted meanings existence may
have, the full scope of being is that of the possible range of reference of the

expressions of our language.' .. . .
In medieval thought, this certainly was not the prevailing Idea. According

to the medieval view, inspired originally by Aristotle's Perihermeneias,
reference, following meaning, is a property of linguistic expressions only
insofar as they express thoughts, i.e., mental acts of users of the language.
Accordingly, linguistic expressions refer to what their users intend by them to
refer to in a given context, that is, what they think of while using the expres
sion either properly, or improperly." So referring was held to be a co~tex.t

dependent property of terms: according to this view, the same expression 10

different propositional contexts may refer to different things, or refer to

something in one context, while referring to nothing in another. As it was
spelled out systematically already in the freshly booming logical literature of
the 12th century in the theory ofampliation.' terms that are actually not true of
anything may have referents, or in the current terminology, supposita, in the
context of intentional verbs, such as ''think'', "want", "imagine" and the like.
But, to be sure, these referents are not to be construed as beings (entia), or
objects, simpliciter, but as objects of thought - according to 13th century
terminology, beings of reason, entia rationis."

At this point, however, anyone having qualms about "multiplying entities",
indeed, "obscure entities", should be reminded that the distinction between
objects, or beings (entia) simpliciter, and objects of thought, or beings of
reason (entia rationis) is Dot a division of a given class (say the class of
objects, or beings, or entities) into two mutually exclusive subclasses. The
class of beings or objects is just the class of beings or objects simpliciter, that
is, beings without any qualification, of which beings of reason or objects of
thought do not form a subclass. Mere beings of reason, therefore, are not
beings, and mere objects of thought are not a kind of objects, indeed, not any
more than fictitious detectives are a kind of detectives, or fake diamonds are
a kind of diamonds.

Qualifications of this kind are what medieval logicians called determinatio
diminuens, which cannot be removed from their determinabile on pain of
fallacia secundum quid et simpliciter. II Accordingly, admitting objects of
thought, or beings of reason, as possible objects of reference, does not imply
admitting any new objects, or any new kind of beings, so this does not enlarge
our ontology.

So on this conception Quine's answer to "the ontological problem": "What
is there?", namely, "Everything" is true. For on this conception the claim:
"Everything exists" (or its stylistic variants: "Everything is" or "Everything is
a being" or "Everything is an existent" or ''There is/exists everything") is
true." Still, "Something that does not exist can be thought of' is also true,
where, the subject being ampliated in thecontext of the intentional predicate,
"Something" binds a variable that ranges over mere objects of thought that do
not exist. 13

According to this conception, in an appropriate ampliative context we can
successfully refer to what we can think of according to the proper meaning of
the terms involved. But thinking of something does not imply the existence of
what is thought of. Thus, in the same way, referring to something does not
imply the existence of what is referred to, or, as the medievals put it, "signifi
care" and "supponere" ampliate their object-terms to nonexistents in the same
way as "intelligere" and other verbs signifying mental acts do. I.
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Of course, Saint Anselm did not yet possess all the sophisticated distinc
tions of the logical theory of the following three centuries. But that it was
essentially the same conception of reference that was at work in his mind when
he formulated his arguments in the Proslogion is clearly shown by his
insistence against Gaunilo that his crucial description "that than which nothing
greater can be thought of' is in no way to be equated with "greater than
everything". It is precisely the ampliative force, recognized as such by 12th
century logicians, that is missing from the latter, and is missed from it, though
not described as such, by Saint Anselm in his response to Gaunilo' s objection.

As he says: "what if someone were to say that there is something greater
than everything there is [...] and [that] something greater than it, although does
not exist, can still be thought Of?"IS Evidently, we can think of something
greater than the thing greater than everything, unless the thing that is greater
than everything is the same as that than which nothing greater can be thought
of. But Anselm's point here is precisely that although, of course, there is
nothing greater than the thing greater than everything, which is supposed to
exist, something greater than what is greater than everything still can be
thought of, if the thing greater than everything is not the same as that than
which nothing greater can be thought of. So if the thing greater than everything
is not the same as that than which nothing greater can be thought of, then
something greater still can be thought of; therefore, that than which nothing
greater can be thought of can be thought of, even if it is not supposed to exist.

Accordingly, Saint Anselm conceives of this description as referring at least
to what can be thought of, an object of thought, which, as such, may be, but
need not be an object, a being simpliciter. All he requires for his proof is that
anyone who claims to understand his description should concede that he thinks
of something to which the description is thought by him to apply, whether
there is something to which the description in fact applies or not, and it will be
the task of the proof to show that what is so thought of has to be not only a
mere object of thought, but also an object simpliciter, i.e., that it has to exist.

2. THE PROOF

With this understanding of Anselm's conception of the relationship between
existence and reference we can see that his argument constitutes a valid proof
of God's existence without committing him either to an ontology over
populated with entities of dubious status or to the question-begging assumption
that the referent of his description exists. In fact, we can see this even within
the framework of standard quantification theory, provided we keep in mind
that in the context of Anselm's argument, this context being an ampliative

context, we should interpret our variables as ranging over objects of thought,
only some of which are objects simpliciter.

To render this interpretation explicit, let me reformulate Anselm's descrip
tion ''that thanwhich nothing greater can be thought of' as "the thought object
than which no thought object can be thought to be greater". Accordingly, let
me propose the following reformulation of Anselm's argument:

By the meaning of the term,

(1) God is the thought object than which no thought object can be thought to
be greater

Now suppose that

(2) God is only in the intellect (i.e. God is thought of, but does not exist)

But certainly

(3) any thought object that can be thought to exist in reality can be thought
to be greater than any thought object that is only in the intellect

And it cannot be doubted that

(4) God can be thought to exist in reality

Therefore,

(5) Some thought object can be thought to be greater than the thought object
than which no thought object can be thought to be greater

[1,2,3,4]

which is a contradiction, whence we have to abandon our supposition that God
is only in the intellect, so he has to exist in reality, too.

Translating ..thought object" in its different occurrences by 'x' and 'y', "God"
by 's'. ..... can be thought to be greater than..." by 'M( )()', ..... is only in the
intellect" by 'I( )', and ..... can be thought to exist in reality" by 'R( )', and
using 't' as the descriptor, and '3' as the existential quantifier, the following
is a valid formalization of the above reasoning in quantification theory (the
intermediate steps (a) and (b) are inserted here only to facilitate recognizing
how an actual derivation might proceed):

(1) g =qzx.-(3y)(M(Y)(x»
(2) I(g)
(3) (Vx)(Vy)(l(x)&R(y) .... M(y)(x»)
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3. THE ATHEIST, WHO IS NOT A FOOL

It seems, therefore, that all that Anselm's proof requires is that modicum of
rationality which is needed to understand a simple descriptive phrase, to reflect
on what the description implies, and to conclude to these implications con
cerning the thought object one has in mind as a result of understanding the
description.

Indeed, the next argument requires no more either. If you understand the
phrase "something which cannot be thought not to exist", you have to think of
something which cannot be thought not to exist. But what cannot be thought
not to exist is certainly greater than anything that can be thought not to exist.
So, if that than which nothing greater can be thought of were something that
can be thought not to exist, then something greater than that than which
nothing greater can be thought of could be thought of, which is impossible.

(Where VI is Universal Instantiation, &1 is Conjunction Introduction, MP is
Modus Ponens, EG is Existential Generalization and SI is Substitutivity of
Identicals.)

Abbreviating '(3y)(M(y)(»' as 'P()', (5) will look like 'P(IX.-P(X»', i.e.,
'(3x)(-Px & (Vy)(-Py - x=y) & Px)', which implies '(3x)(-Px & Px)', an
explicit contradiction. But then, since (I), (3) and (4) have to be accepted as
true, (2) has to be rejected as false. So it is not true that God exists only in the
intellect. But since to exist only in the intellect means to exist in the intellect
but not in reality, not to exist only in the intellect means either not to exist in
the intellect, or to exist in the intellect and also in reality. Therefore, since
God, being thought of, does exist in the intellect, he has to exist also in reality.

Evidently, this piece of reasoning cannot be torpedoed on the basis that it
presupposes that there is something than which nothing greater can be thought
of, as it only requires that something is thought of than which nothing greater
can be thought of. But Anselm makes it clear that anyone who claims to
understand the phrase "that than which nothing greater can be thought of' has
to think of something than which nothing greater can be thought of, which,
therefore, being thought of, is in the intellect, as its object. By the above
argument we can see, however, that it cannot be only in the intellect, whence
we concluded that it has to be in reality, too.

(4)
(a)
(b)

(5)

R(g)
M(g)(g)
(3y)(M(y)(g»
(3y)(M(y)(zx.-(3y)(M(y)(x»)

[2,3,4, VI, &1, MP]
[a, EG]
[l,b, SI]

Therefore, that than which something greater cannot be thought of cannot be
thought not to exist.

But already Anselm himself, as well as later on Gaunilo, had to realize at
once that such a simple proof is not necessarily "foolproof'. For the recalci
trant Fool can immediately turn Anselm's second argument around, pointing
out that Anselm's second conclusion denies the obvious, namely that God can
be thought not to exist, as his (the Fool's) own example shows.

Anselm's retort, that the Fool's denial was possible in the first place only
because he is truly a fool, thoughtlessly mumbling words he himself does not
understand, leads us directly to the crux of the very possibility of a dialogue
between the Saint and the Fool, or put in less biased terms, between the theist
and the atheist. For, evidently, to avoid a complete breakdown of commu
nication, some basic requirements of rationality should be met equally on both
sides. So clarifying these basic requirements is in the best interest of both
parties. Let us see, therefore, which are those basic requirements of rationality
that the Fool seems to fail to meet.

Anselm claims that when the Fool said in his heart: "There is no God", he
could do so only because he did not know correctly what he was speaking
about (no matter whether aloud or just to himself)", as he simply did not
understand the word "God" properly. Thus far, the Fool is not guilty of
irrationality, only of ignorance of the proper meaning of an expression. If I say
"An isosceles has four sides", of course I am talking nonsense, but I may think
that the word "isosceles" in English refers to squares, in which case what I
mean by this sentence makes perfect sense, although what the sentence means
is nonsense. If, however, someone tells me that the word "isosceles" in English
refers to plane figures having just three sides, two of which are equal, the
situation is different. If I claim to understand this explanation, I cannot stick
any longer with my previous assertion, and be not guilty of irrationality, as I
assent to what I know to be impossible, which is at least a sure sign of
irrationality.

But Anselm's charge is precisely that once the atheist is told what the word
"God" means, the first argument shows him that he cannot assent to his
original claim on pain of contradiction. So he cannot assent to it, except
irrationally, and therefore, if he insists on his denial, he deserves to be called
a fool.

Consequently, in view ofthe validity of Anselm's reasoning, the only way
the atheist can rationally maintain his position is by denying one of Anselm's
premises. Of course, it would be foolish of him to challenge the theist's
"meaning-postulates", since this would at once disqualify him as an intelligent
interlocutor. So this leaves him with denying either that God can be thought to
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exist in reality, or denying that God, that than which nothing greater can be
thought of, is even in the intellect.

Choosing the first alternative would amount to claiming that God's concept
is contradictory. Establishing this claim might require from the atheist a
specification of his concept of God, which may very well be contradictory, but
can easily be dismissed by the theist as inadequate. In any case, in Anselm's
argument the concept of God to be employed is adequately specified by the
first premise, and the atheist would probably be hard pressed to show that the
description "that than which nothing greater can be thought of' is self
contradictory .

At this point, however, the atheist may shift the burden of proof by saying
that even if this description does not seem to contain any prima facie contra
diction, it may well be contradictory. By way of analogy, he may bring up the
description: "the greatest prime number", which, on the face of it, does not
appear to be contradictory, so it seems to refer to the greatest prime number.
But, as we know from Euclid, the assumption that there is a greatest prime
number leads to contradiction, so the description cannot refer to anything.

In response, the theist first of all can point to the whole tradition of rational
(as opposed to mystical) theology showing how apparent contradictions con
cerning God's nature are resolved.17 Second, he can say that a contradiction, if
derivable at all, could be derived from this description only with the help of
other assumptions, just as in the case of the greatest prime. But, unlike the case
of the greatest prime, these auxiliary assumptions probably need not be
accepted as true. Finally, concerning Anselm's argument one can also say that
the premise attacked by the atheist does not even require that Anselm's
description should be free from such implied contradictions. For the premise
requires only that one can think that God (under Anselm's description) exists,
which one can do even with the greatest prime, until one actually realizes the
implied contradiction. So the burden of proof falls back upon the atheist, if he
wishes to challenge this premise. Therefore, he has to tum to the other premise
anyway, asking whether he has to admit God as at least a possible object-of
thought.

In response to this question the atheist now may claim that the way Anselm
wishes to force him to think of God will not make him admit that God is even
in the intellect, at least, in his intellect, despite the fact that he understands
very well what Anselm means by his description, which may not be contradic
tory after all. For understanding this description does not require him to
believe that it applies to anything, so understanding this description will not
makehim think of anything that he thinks to be such that nothing greater than
it can be thought of. So, since he denies that the description applies to any

thought object he can think of, he just does not have such a thought object in
his mind, while he perfectly understands what is meant by this description.

But here the theist swoops down: of course, the atheist is just a fool!
Indeed, a wicked fool, who, only because of his insistent denial, admits to be
simply unable to think of the same thought object that I think of, that is, God.
With this last move the atheist just revealed himself for the miserable fool he
is, for in order to maintain his untenable position he simply gives up his
otherwise natural human ability to think of God, that than which nothing
greater can be thought of. As Saint Bonaventure put it: "the intellect has in
itself [...] sufficient light to repel this doubt and to extricate itself from its
folly. Whence the foolish mind voluntarily rather than by constraint considers
the matter in a deficient manner, so that the defect is on the part of the intellect
itself and not because of any deficiency on the part of the thing known."18

But even without these moral implications, it seems that the theist now may
justifiably claim that, as a result of his denial, the atheist just rendered himself
unable to think of a humanly otherwise thinkable thought object. By denying
the existence of God the atheist will never be able to think of the same God as
the theist, whose conception of God logically implies the existence of God, as
Anselm's proof shows.

4. INTENTIONAL IDENTITY ANDPARASITIC VS. CONSTITUTIVE REFERENCE

At this point, however, we have to notice that precisely the theory of reference
outlined earlier as being implicit in Anselm's argument offers the atheist a way
out of his predicament. According to this theory, we should recall, what
determines reference is primarily the intention of the speaker, whence it may
be called the intentional theory ofreference. This theory agrees with the recent
"historical explanation?" - as opposed to the Russellian - theory of
reference on the fundamental insight that speakers may successfully refer to
objects by descriptions that do not apply to these objects. For Saul Kripke this
indicates that speaker's reference may diverge from semantic reference. In the
Kripkean framework, however, it is also assumed that the speaker's reference
is to that which the speaker at least believes satisfies his description." On the
intentional theory not even this is always required. I may successfully refer to
what you think of without ever believing what you think or believe of your
thought object, or even knowing under what description you would identify
this thought object, by merely intending to refer to what you intend to refer to.
Adapting Kripke' s example, if you say "her husband is kind to her", referring
to a man whom you mistakenly believe to be her husband, I may correct you
by saying: "the man you refer to is not her husband"; but I may also pick up
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your referent sarcastically by the same description, which I know does not
apply, and say: "'her husband' happens to be her kind boss", or, simply
preying on your false belief, I can tell you some other things about "her
husband", that is, about the man whom you mistakenly believe to be her
husband. Furthermore, writers of fiction certainly do not believe their
descriptions to be true of their characters. They simply make up their charac
ters, conceiving of them as satisfying their descriptions, but without ever
believing the truth of these descriptions. Accordingly, their readers who know
that what they read is a piece of fiction, do not believe these descriptions to be
true either. They can, nevertheless, successfully refer to the same characters,
and can e.g. correct one another's memories concerning these characters,
taking as the standard of their correctness the way the author conceived of
these characters. Again, in guessing games, in which one has to find out what
another person has in mind, though not allowed to ask directly, one asks for
and receives information concerning the thought object the other person has in
mind, trying to find out under what description the person identifies this
thought object. But throughout this process, the questioner thinks of the same
thought object as the answerer, without knowing under what description or
name the answerer identifies this thought object."

As can be seen, on this account one simply sidesteps the problem of trying
to find criteria of intentional identity in terms of the properties thought objects
have. Indeed, on this account a mere thought object is not an object at all, and
has no properties at all.22 A mere thought object is endowed with properties by
the mind whose thought object it is, in the sense that the mind conceives of
this thought object as having some properties. But then, the same thought
object may be intended also by another mind, which may not endow the same
thought object with the same properties, i.e. it may conceive of the same
thought object, but not as having the same properties. Accordingly, if one mind
entertains a thought object under some particular description, another mind
may make what I would call parasitic reference to the same thought object, by
merely intending to refer to the same thought object that the first conceives of,
but not conceiving it under the same description, indeed, sometimes even
denying that the description in question in fact applies to this thought object.

Now, when one thinks of a thought object under some description and
thinks the description applies to that thought object (or just conceives of this
thoughtobject as one satisfying this description, not necessarily believing that
the description in fact applies to this thought object), in which case we can say
he makes constitutive reference to that thought object, he is obliged to
conclude to all implications he realizes his description has concerning that
thought object, to avoid inconsistency. On the other hand, if someone else

picks up this referent, though for some reason not thinking that the description
applies to the thought object in question, making parasitic reference to this
thought object, he is not obliged to conclude to the same implications
concerning this thought object.

Along these lines, then, the atheist may consistently maintain his position
even despite the validity of Anselm's argument, and still claim that he is able
to think of the same thought object as the theist, so the theist has no reason to
doubt his mental capabilities. In particular, he can say that when Anselm
thinks of that than which nothing greater can be thought of, Anselm has a
thought object in mind that he thinks satisfies his description, along with all its
implications. The atheist, however, can then think of the same thought object,
but not think that the description applies to it, whence he is not forced to
conclude to whatever valid implications the description may have concerning
that thought object.

So the atheist can claim that he perfectly understands Anselm's description,
and still deny that he has in mind something of which he thinks satisfies
Anselm's description. At the same time he can also point out that this does not
prevent him from thinking of Anselm's thought object, by making parasitic
reference to it. So Anselm's proof will not convert the atheist, who does not
share Anselm's belief that his description applies to something, though he
understands that many people have this belief, and he is even able to identify
the object of this belief, as that fiction, the God of the religious.

So the atheist, when speaking about God, is constantly making parasitic
reference to the theists object of thought, using the theist's beliefs to refer to
this thought object, but.without ever sharing them. Accordingly, he will be
willing to admit that whoever thinks of something as that than which nothing
greater can be thought of also has to think that this thing exists in reality, and
that it cannot even be thought not to exist in reality. Being a consistent atheist,
however, he himself will think of nothing as that than which nothing greater
can be thought of (whence that than which nothing greater can be thought of
as such will not be in his mind). But he still will be able to think of what
theists think of as that than which nothing greater can be thought of.

5. CONCLUSION: PARASITIC REFERENCE, NATURAL THEOLOGY
AND MUTUALUNDERSTANDING

Parasitic reference to each other's thought objects between people not sharing
each others beliefs seems to be a ubiquitous phenomenon. The most sensitive
cases are, of course, those that involve people's most basic beliefs, such as
religious belief. Accordingly, parasitic reference is a phenomenon to be
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seriously reckoned with not only in dialogues between theists and atheists, but
also between people of different religious faith.

Saint Thomas Aquinas was evidently aware of this problem, as is clear from
his discussion of a certain aspect of the dialogue between Christians and
pagans:

.....theCatholic who saysthat the idol is not God contradictsthe paganwho claims that it is, for
bothof themuse the name 'God' to signifythe true God. For when the pagan says that the idol
is God, he does not use thisnameinsofaras it signifiessomethingthatpeopleonly believe to be
God, <but which is not God>, for in this wayhe would be telling the truth, as sometimeseven
Catholicsuse this namein this signification,as whenit is said that all the gods of theheathenare
demons."n

Aquinas' principal point here is that both the pagan and the Christian can use
the same word, "God", in the same sense, meaning the true God, whence the
affirmation and negation of the same term of the same object, namely of the
pagan's idol, by the two parties yields a real contradiction. On the other hand,
he also remarks on a possible parasitic usage of the same term by the Christian
in such a dialogue. According to the Christian, the term "God" in its proper
meaning cannot refer to the idol, which is why he denies that the idol is God.
Still, he can use the same term in an improper sense, not meaning the true God,
but meaning what the pagan believes to be the true God, thereby referring to
the pagan's god, namely the idol. So here Aquinas is evidently aware of the
possibility of the type of reference I called parasitic, when a person not sharing
someone else's belief may use the other's belief to make reference to the thing
thought by the other person to satisfy this belief.

Given the awareness of this possibility on Aquinas' part and the possibility
to evade by its help the force of Anselm's argument, we may risk the assump
tion that this awareness played some role in Aquinas' rejection of Anselm's
argument.

Indeed, in the Summa contra Gentiles St. Thomas writes as follows:

..... grantedthat by the name 'God' everyoneunderstandsthat than which a greater cannot be
thoughtof, it does not followthat there is somethingthan which a greater cannotbe thought of
in the natureof things. For we have to posit the name and its interpretation in the same way.
Nowfromthe fact that it is conceivedby the mind what is indicatedby the name 'God', it does
not followthatGodexists,exceptin the intellect.Whenceit is not necessaryeither that that than
whicha greatercannot be thought of exists, except in the intellect. And from this it does not
followthat there is somethingthan which a greatercannotbe thoughtof in the natureof things.
Andso no inconsistency is involvedin the position of those who think that God does not exist:
for no inconsistency is involved in being able, for any given thing either in the intellect or in
reality,to think something greater,except for those who concede that there is something than
whicha greatercannotbe thoughtof in the natureof things.,,24

In this passage, Aquinas explicitly refers to the asymmetry in the positions of

the theist and the atheist with respect to Anselm's argument. Those who think
of God as that than which nothing greater can be thought of, making constitu
tive reference to God by this description, cannot think that he does not exist,
save inconsistently. For those, however, who think that for any thought object
a greater is thinkable, no inconsistency arises when they make parasitic
reference to what in their view is mistakenly believed by the theists to satisfy
this description, which, in their view, exists only in the theists' intellect.

Anselm's argument, therefore, can be compelling only for those who are
willing to make by his description constitutive reference to God, that is, whose
"universe" of thought objects already contains a thought object than which,
they think, nothing greater is thinkable. This willingness, however, cannot be
enforced by Anselm's argument on anyone whose "universe" of thought
objects does not contain such a thought object. Such a person, therefore, has
to be persuaded first to be willing to think of something as that than which no
greater is thinkable. But this, in view of the possibility of parasitic reference,
cannot be achieved by simply telling him to think of what the description
applies to, as he simply does not think the description applies to anything,
although, of course, he believes that others think it applies to something.

As can be seen, what helps the atheist maintain the consistency of his
position is his isolating the theist's thought objects from his own: when it
comes to giving a consistent account of the world as he sees it, the beliefs
concerning God, though may be known to him, are simply irrelevant to the
atheist (except insofar as belief in God influences the thinking and behavior of
religious people), as these beliefs do not concern his own thought objects,
those that he is committed to, by making constitutive reference to them. So to
prove for the atheist that there is a God requires to show him that given the
domain of thought objects he is already committed to, he is also committed to
making constitutive reference to something that the theist can justifiably
identify for him as God.

Now this seems to be precisely Aquinas' program of natural theology in the
Summa Theologiae. Given our normal everyday commitment to objects of the
empirical, physical world, Aquinas' proofs for God's existence intend to show
us that by this commitment we are also committed to make constitutive
reference to a Prime Mover, a First Cause, a First Necessary Being, etc.,
which, he says, are all what a theist would identify as God ("et hoc dicimus
Deum"). Then he goes on to show us that God, to whom we are thus commit
ted to make constitutive reference by all these descriptions, is simple, perfect,
good, infinite, ubiquitous, immutable, eternal and one. In this way the atheist
is not allowed to keep God, as an object of sheer parasitic reference, in
isolation from his own beliefs. Indeed, throughout Aquinas' argumentation no
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single description is given which would presumably give the full meaning of
the term "God" for the atheist, in the possession of which he could claim to
have a full grasp of the meaning of this term. and then use it parasitically to
refer to what the theist believes satisfies this term. Instead, the term is given a
gradually growing content with every conclusion concerning the thing to
which we are already committed to make constitutive reference by five dif
ferent descriptions, in virtue of the existence proofs. So, no wonder that the
two questions in the Summa Theologiae following these considerations are
precisely Aquinas' systematic reflections on how we analogically "stretch" our
mundane concepts to have a contentful concept of God, and how this concept
enables us to speak about God.

In fact, it is precisely this type of conceptual build-up that is missed from
Anselm's proof by Gaunilo on behalf of the Fool:

"Suppose I heard something said of a man I never knew and of whose existence I was unaware.
By reason of the special or general knowledge I have of what a manis or what men are, I could
think of this individual as that real thing itself which a manis. And still it might be that the man
I thoughtof was nonexistent, for example,if the manwho spoke of him was lying, nevertheless,
I was thinking of him as a real thing, not as that which would be that particular man, but any
man whatsoever. But when I hear "God" or "something greater than all else", I do not have this
in my understanding in the same way that I had this nonexistent man, since I can think of the
latter in termsof some real and familiarthing, whereas I can only think of the former in terms of
mere words and one can never or scarcely ever think of anything real in this way. For although
when something is thought of in this way, it is not so much the word itself (i.e. the sounds and
syllables,which are real enough) that we think of, as the signification of the word heard; still, it
is not thought of in the same way as by someone who knows what the word is wont to signify,
namely,by whom this is thought of as a thing that is real at least in thought, but rather like by
one who does not know this, who thinks of it merely by the affections of his mind produced by
hearing this word, trying to imaginewhat is signified by it. And it would be a surprise if he ever
truly attained to [that which is signified] in this fashion. And yet it is just in this way and no
other that the object is in my understanding when I hear and understand a person who says there
is a beinggreater than anything that can be thought of. So much for the claim that this supreme
nature exists already in my understanding.?"

In view of the foregoing discussion, Gaunilo seems to be perfectly justified in
saying that the atheist, despite the fact that he understands Anselm's descrip
tion, will not have that than which nothing greater can be thought of in his
mind in the required manner, i.e., making constitutive reference to it. His own
beliefs and commitments being logically isolated from the intended referent of
Anselm's description, his understanding of this description will be restricted
to a mere verbal understanding, without any commitment to, or any proper
concept of, its intended referent. So Anselm's description will not provide the
atheist with a logical shortcut to a proper concept of God. The lesson we can
learn from Aquinas' natural theology is that this concept has to be built up in
a human mind gradually, on the basis of one's already existing concepts and

existing commitments, for otherwise its proper object will never get integrated
into the "universe" of proper thought objects of this mind, but will be
acknowledged only by way of parasitic reference, as belonging to the "uni
verse" of others.

So what seems to be required from the theist to understand the atheist in the
first place is to realize how the atheist can look at the world without a God and
still be able to concei ve of God in a non-committed, parasitic manner, as being
an object ofthe theist's beliefs, but bearing no relevance to his own beliefs. On
the other hand, to understand perfectly the theist, the atheist has to be able to
think of God as the theist does, as bearing utmost relevance to everything
thinkable. But for this, he would have to go through the same long meditative
process that the theist did in building up his own concept of God.

Indeed, in general, this kind of concept-acquisition seems to be essential for
mutual understanding between people conceptualizing the world (and what is
beyond) differently, thereby being committed to radically different "universes"
of thought objects. Unless one is able to learn to think and live with the
concepts of another person and the thought objects constituted by them, one
will always fail to have a real grasp on the meaning of the other person. This,
however, need not mean that people can understand only those persons all of
whose beliefs they share. What is required for proper understanding is rather
the ability to let the other person's beliefs constitute one's own "universe" of
thought objects, trying to achieve a "fusion of their horizons"." This can be
done, however, only in a long dialectical process, which may take adjusting the
beliefs of either party, who should not seek sheer "winning" in a debate (for
that is the concern of sophists), but to win over the other to one's belief and/or
to be won over to the other's belief, for the sake of what is true and good. But
this, of course, requires openness, patience and respect from both parties.
Indeed, this requires that attitude which defines our profession, the Love of
Wisdom."

University ofNotre Dame
Institute ofPhilosophy ofthe Hungarian Academy

NOTES

I This idea was most aptly characterized, just in order to be refuted, by George Boolos in the
opening section of Boolos (1984).
2 For the Kantian origins of Frege's ideas on existence, connecting his views to Kant's
criticism of the Ontological Argument, see Haaparanta (1985).
3 "Because existence is a property of concepts the ontological argument for the existence of
God breaks down." Frege (GLA, #53) as quoted by Haaparanta (1985,54).
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• I providedthistypeof criticism in a paper I wrote morethan ten yearsago in Hungarian.See
Klima(1983).I thinkmostof the morerecentcriticismscan be reducedto this type, but showing
this in detailwouldtake another paper (or even a book that is not worth writing, for it wouldnot
be worthreading). I am grateful to my friend and colleague, Sandor Ferencz, for having made
merethinkthis type of criticism.
S Afterall, peoplemayhave variousconceptionsattachedto the samewords, so as long as they
maketheir meaningclear theyare not to be chastised for a differentusage. Indeed, this is all the
moreso whenthe differentusage is not just somecapricious idiosyncrasy,but regularin a wider
community. But even Frege, the father of the quantifier-analysisof the concept of existence,
concededsome sense of existence (Wirklichkeit)in which it is a first-order concept. That the
antiqueand medievalnotion of existence (as actuality)is such a first-orderconcept, was argued
forquiteearlyby P.T. Geach in his "Form and Existence",and "What Actually Exists" in Geach
(1969). But nowadays this is already pretty much a commonplace among medievalists. For
extremelyuseful studies concerning the conceptof being in a historical context, see Knuuttila
and Hintikka(eds.) (1986).
6 Quine, "On What There Is" in Quine (1971, 3). By the way, it is interesting that Quine
apparentlynever asked himself: to whom does the name "Wyman" refer? - nobody? - then
how do I know that Wyman is not the same as McX? For despite the fact that nothing in the
world"wymanizes",let alone "rncxizes",Wymanand McX are quite distinguishable imaginary
charactersin Quine's paper: Wyman,e.g., is introducedto us as a "subtler mind", than McX. As
we shall see, these questions are easily answerable on the basis of the theory of reference
advancedin this paper. Not so on the basis of Quine's.
7 "The fundamental thesis of those who believe existence to be a predicate is that there is a
sense of 'being' logically prior to existence and applicable to the possible as well as to the
actual." Kneale (1949, 40). Cf. also the Introduction of Parsons (1980). We shall immediately
see why this characterization does not apply to the medieval conception of existence and
reference.
I Cf.e.g. Buridanon suppositio impropria in Buridan(1957, 175- 208,323-352) (seech,3.1.,
p. 200), also, his discussion of whether in 'homo est species' the term 'homo' supposits for a
concept properly (ch. 3.2., pp. 203-204), or, in general, the common medieval distinction
betweenwhat is said de virtute/secundumproprietatemsermonisand what is not, or indeed the
verydivisionsof the kinds of supposition, reflectingthe insight that the same term may refer to
different things depending on what the speaker or the author intends to refer to in the given
context.
9 See the anonymoustreatises in de Rijk (ed.) (1967).
10 For more on the role entia rationis played in medieval semantics and ontology see Klima
(1993).
II For moreon the 13th-centurytheoryof this fallacysee Klima(1984). For a formal treatment
of the theory of ampliation and the semantics of such "diminishing" determinations see
"Existence,Quantificationand the MedievalTheory of Ampliation" in Klima (1988).
12 This is one of the essential points on which this theory differs from a Meinongian theory of
objects.See Parsons,op. cit., Introduction;W. Lycan, "The Trouble with Possible Worlds" in
Garfield and Kiteley (eds.) (1991). The other is the different principle of individuation for
thoughtobjects.See below n. 22.
13 Cf. Buridan's treatmentof Non ens intelligitur in Buridan (1977, c. 5). tum sophisma.
14 E.g. Buridanin Buridan (1957, 175-208,323-352): ..... terminus ampliatur ad praeterita,
futuraet possibiliasi construaturcum verbo significanteactumanimae intellectivae.;." (p. 349),
..... verba significantiaactus animae cognoscitivae, sicut sunt ista verba 'cognoscere', 'intelli
gere', 'significare', 'supponere', 'permittere' et huiusmodi.." (p. 345). Or, as his pupil, Albert

of Saxony put it: "All verbs, even in the present tense, which of their very nature can concern
future, past and possible things as well as present ones (habent naturam transeundi rem ita
futuram vel praeteritam vel possibilem sicut et praesentem) ampliate their terms to all times,
future, past and present, like these: think, know, mean and the like. And what accounts for this
is that a thing can be thoughtof withoutany differenceof time(sine differentiaaliqua temporis),
sc, abstracted from any place and time. And so, when a thing is thought of in this way, then a
thing which was, or will be, or can be maybe thought of as well as a thing which is. Therefore,
if I have the common concept from which we take (a quo sumitur) this name 'man', then I can
think indifferentlyof all men, past, present and future. And this is why these verbscan concern
past or futurethingsas well as presentones." Albertof Saxony(1974),Tr.2. c.l O.8a regula. But
alreadyin the 13thcenturyLambertof Auxerreprovidedagoodgeneralcriterionfordistinguish
ing ampliative from non-ampliative verbs, which also gives a plausible explanation for the
phenomenon: ..... it is important to know that an action can be related to substance in two
different ways: in one wayas regards that in which it is and of which it is stated - as whenone
says 'Socrates is running' ... - in the other wayas regards that of which it is stated although it
is not in it - as when one says 'Caesar is praised', where the praise is stated of Caesar and yet
is not in Caesar but in the one doing the praising. Similarly, when one says 'A chimera is
thought about' - i.e, a being in thought - where the thought is stated of the chimera and yet
is not in the chimera but in the one doing the thinking. ... It must be said, therefore, that the
verbs that signify an action that is related to the subject, is in the subject and is said of the
subject do not ampliate; but those that signifyan action that is related to the subject of which it
is said but is not in the subject do ampliate." Lambert of Auxerre (1988, 117). For an even
earlier occurrence of the same idea cf. Anonymousauthor (1967).
IS "Quid enim si quis dicat esse aliquid maius omnibus quae sunt, et idipsum tamen posse
cogitari non esse, et aliquid maius eo, etiam si non sit, posse tamen cogitari?.. St. Anselm of
Canterbury (1968, 135).
16 Cf. "Aut res loquimursignis sensibilibus,quae sensibuscorporeis sentiri possunt sensibiliter
utendo; aut eadem signa, quae foris sensibilia sunt, intra nos insensibiliter cogitando, aut nee
sensibiliter nec insensibiliter his signis utendo, sed res ipsas vel corporum imaginatione vel
rationis intellectu pro rerum ipsarum diversitate intus in nostra mente dicendo." S. Anselmi
Monologion in St. Anselm of Canterbury (1968, 24-25). This distinction of Anselm's is also
crucial in understandingone of Gaunilo's objections, referred to below, relying on a difference
between mere verbal and essential (as far as this is possible) understanding.
17 Perhaps, in viewof these considerations it is not surprisingthatthe idea of an "ontological"
proof of the existence of God got intimately connected, especially after Scotus' work, with a
need to prove the consistencyof God's concept, that is, the logical possibility that God exists.
II Wippel and Wolter (1969,310). Translation ofSt. Bonaventure(1891, 45-51).
19 Good selections of relevant recent literature on the topic can be found in Schwartz (1990),
and Garfield and Kiteley (eds.) (1991).
20 "So, we may tentativelydefinethe speaker's referent of a designator to be that object which
the speaker wishes to talk about, on a given occasion. and believes fulfils the conditions for
being the semantic referent of the designator." Kripke (1991, 173).
21 Such a guessing game is popular in Hungary and is known as named after Bar Kokhba, the
leaderof a Jewish uprising againstthe RomanEmpirein the 2nd century A.D. As the legend has
it, one of his scouts wascapturedby the dull-wittedRomans,who thought that by cutting out his
tongue they would prevent him from giving away their military secrets. After his release,
however, Bar Kokhba asked him carefully chosen yes/no questions, which he could answer
simply by nodding or shaking his head, from which the smart Jewish leader could gain all the
information he needed. Nowadays the game is played by two parties, one of whom thinks of
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something. and the taskof the other is to find out what it is by asking questions answerableonly
by yesor no.

, 22 And this is the other essentialdifferenceof this theory from a Meinongian theory. Cf. n. 12
above. Mereobjectsof thought do not have the propertiesunder which the persons who thinkof
them conceive of them: they are only thought to have these properties by these persons.
Accordingly, mereobjects of thought are not individualizedby their ("nuclear") properties,but
simplyby the intention of the people who think of them. For the Meinongian principle see
Parsons(op. cit., 28-29).
2J ..... nominummultiplicitasnon attenditur secundumnominispraedicationem,sed secundum
signifieationem, hocenimnomen homo. de quocumquepraedicatur,sive vere sive false,dicitur
uno modo.Sed tunc multipliciterdiceretur, si per hoc nomen intenderemussignificarediversa,
puta, si unus intenderet significare per hoc nomen id quod vere est homo. et alius intenderet
significareeodem nomine lapidern,vel aliquid aliud. Unde patetquod catholicusdicens idolum
non esse deum contradicit pagano hoc asserenti, quia uterque utitur hoc nomine deus ad
significandumverumdeum. Cum enim paganusdicit idolumesse deum, non utitur hoc nomine
secundum quod significat deum opinabilem, sic enim verum diceret, cum enim catholici
interdum in tali significatione hoc nomine utantur, ut cum dicitur, ornnes dii gentium sunt
daemona."STi q.l3. al0. ad lum.
24 ..... dato quod ab omnibus per hoc nomen Deus intelligatur aliquid quo maius cogitari non
possit,non necesseerit aliquid esse quo maiuscogitarinonpotest in rerum natura. Eodem enim
modo necesse est poni rem et nominis rationem. Ex hoc autem quod mente concipitur quod
proferturhoc nomineDeus.non sequiturDeumesse. nisi in intellectu. Unde nee oportebit id quo
maiuscogitarinon potest esse.nisi in intellectu.Et ex hoc non sequitur quod sit aliquid in rerum
natura quo maius cogitari non possit. Et sic nihil inconveniens accidit ponentibus Deum non
esse: non enim inconveniens est quolibet dato vel in re vel in intellectu aliquid maius cogitari
posse,nisi ei qui concedit esse aliquidquo maiuscogitarinon possit in rerumnatura" ScG 1.11.
2.S The translation is from Wippel and Wolter (1969, 160).somewhatmodified on the basis of
St. Anselmof Canterbury (1968. 127, ll. 4-24).
26 The phrase. and the point. is Gadamer's, of course.Cf. Gadamer(1989. esp. 245-254. 300
307,369- 379). In fact, I thinkit is preciselyaround this point that also Gadamer's "hermeneu
tic" approach could be "fused" with the "analytic" approach I followed in this paper. But a
discussionof this idea would lead too far.
27 lowe thanks to Paddy Blanchettefor helpful comments.
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