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taxonomies describable by means of his diagram as the content, he must 
tell us which relations among the regions “encode various 
generalizations we are building into our new taxonomy” (p.46). And this 
he certainly does, summing them up in Diagrams (2A) and (2B). 

To understand what the eide are, then, one must understand the 
wheel; and to understand the wheel, one must understand the various 
relations that generate its pattern. Chief among them is the matter-form 
division of each member; the spiral can be seen as the result of a 
(timeless) “hylomorphically determined ‘process’” (p.57), in which 
every item is divided into matter and form, and the sequence continues 
ad infinitum (since every particular has matter and form, and everything 
is a particular). My worry about the success of the wheel as an 
explanation of the meaning of “eide” is essentially the same as my worry 
about Whitehead’s system. The relations posited as holding between 
things that represent eide in the diagram are, themselves, very difficult to 
understand; they are like Whitehead’s “concresence”, “prehension”, 
“actual occasion”, etc. The names for some of them are familiar; but, all 
too often, examination reveals that Ammonius is using them with a 
peculiar meaning, wresting them from their normal context. As a result, 
the real nature of the eide—what they all have in common, and why they 
are thought to be especially important to God—will continue, in the end, 
to elude me. 

The details of Ammonius’s metaphysical system are offered as 
the results of eduction—a process of inquiry, in which reasons can be 
given; not the result of a blinding flash of intuitive insight into the 
structure of reality. How, exactly, is the hylomorphic structure of the eide 
supported? What reasons are given for supposing the branching matter-
form pattern holds everywhere, of everything?  

Ammonius takes it as axiomatic that everything is a “particular”. 
And from this it is said to follow that everything has form and matter, 
including God (see, e.g., pp. 52-3 and p. 58). If “particular”, “matter”, 
and “form” meant, in Ammonius’s system, what they have meant to 
many in the tradition of Aristotle, this inference would be relatively 
straightforward. But, as we have seen, “particular” has turned out to have 
a special meaning for Ammonius; and “matter” and “form” will undergo 
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considerable stretching too. As a consequence, the basic eduction that 
generates the wheel must be called into question.  

Initially, form and matter are described in traditional terms: 
matter is (relatively) passive, form is active, differentiating and 
structuring that matter; “a particular just is that matter, formed in a 
certain way”, and the form in question is to be distinguished from “its 
efficient cause” (i.e., the cause of the matter’s being so in-formed), and 
also from the “telos or end” for which the matter is formed. Now, why 
think that this pattern of division into matter and form (and also of 
efficient causes and teleological causes) applies to God and things in a 
timeless realm that are remotely like Plato’s eide? How is its application 
“educed”? 

In some theological traditions, God is said to be absolutely 
simple, not admitting division into matter and form. Ammonius insists 
that, although God is simple in the sense of not having parts, He is 
nevertheless a complex of matter and form. I see no particular argument, 
in Ammonius, for God’s hylomorphic complexity. But, in some contexts, 
Ammonius would not need much of an argument. Suppose, for example, 
that everything else seems to have a hylomorphic structure. In that case, 
one could defend divine hylomorphism on grounds of simplicity or 
uniformity. Theories are better the simpler they are; and inference to the 
best explanation could support extending the matter-form distinction to 
the Deity. 

The actual material component proposed for the Deity is 
“Being”, understood not in the sense of a highest genus under which all 
things fall, but rather as “the most fundamental object or subject of 
which anything can be predicated” (p.73). What this sounds like is not an 
undifferentiated, passive “material”, but a fundamental property-bearer—
what, in some metaphysical schemes, would be called a “substratum” or 
“bare particular”. In this case, it is the substratum of the property 
denominated “The Godhead”. Still, it would be fair to say that, between 
underlying property bearer and property borne, the former seems more 
“matter-like”, the latter being obviously more “form-like”. So far, then, 
so good; Ammonius’s use of matter and form stands a fair chance of 
being an analogical extension of their traditional meanings. 
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But after these first two eductions of matter-form structure—
neither of which was patently obvious, since the first has been frequently 
denied, and the second is not a clear case of matter and form—the 
eductions become either terribly strained or non-existent. Why think that 
every other item on the list of the eide, including formal ones such as 
The Godhead, should display hylomorphic structure? This idea is 
certainly foreign to the Aristotelian conception of matter and form; when 
these notions are playing on their “home turf”, the form of a thing would 
not be thought to be divisible into form and matter. The basis of 
Ammonius’s eduction of universal hylomorphic structure is his 
axiomatic claim that everything is particular. But recall the sense in 
which an eidos that plays the resemblance-making role is a particular: it 
is caused to exist, and it is not part of a plentitudinous theory of 
resemblance-makers. Beyond that fact, the eide, as they figured in Part 1, 
appeared much like the universals of other metaphysical systems; they 
(or some of them, at any rate) satisfy the universal-like sides of the 
distinctions (i), (ii), and (iii). So Ammonius’s eduction only goes through 
if matter-form structure is somehow required by a thing’s (a) depending 
upon God, and (b) not being part of a plenitude of resemblance-makers.  

I do not, however, see any connection between Ammonius’s two 
criteria for particularity, on the one hand, and matter-form structure, on 
the other. What is it about simply being caused to exist (in one or another 
sense of “cause”) that demands divisibility into matter and form? The 
history of philosophy is replete with metaphysical theories that would 
reject the implied connection. Many would do so because they reject 
hylomorphism altogether. But even Aristotle, and metaphysicians who 
borrow a matter-form distinction from Aristotle, will typically allow for 
created things that are not further divisible into matter and form. 
Examples would include Thomistic souls (which are created forms, and 
not further divisible into form and matter), and universals-conceived-of-
as-Divine-Ideas (which, though dependent upon God, also do not divide 
naturally into form and matter; they are not modifications of a passive, 
divine, mental stuff). If ubiquitous hylomorphic structure is to be 
supported by the particularity of everything, in Ammonius’s very special 
sense of “particularity”, he must say a good deal more about the 
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connection between dependency and sparseness, on the one hand, and 
matter-form construction, on the other. 

A further problem with the eduction of universal hylomorphism 
is the extent to which the meaning of “matter” and “form” are stretched 
by his theory. In an Aristotelian metaphysics, the examples of particulars 
are things like this statue, that man or that woman, etc. The notions of 
form and matter are introduced by distinguishing the shape of the statue 
from the clay out of which it is made; distinguishing the common 
humanity of the man or woman from the flesh, bone, and blood in his or 
her body; and then calling the former members of these contrasting pairs 
“forms” and the latter members “matter”. But when the particulars in 
question are radically different from the paradigmatic Aristotelian 
particulars, some serious direction is required if the reader is to get the 
hang of applying the categories of matter and form in such a foreign 
context. Tearing the Aristotelian distinction from its traditional 
applications, and applying it so broadly as he does, requires more 
justification and explanation than Ammonius provides. 
And, as the wheel unfolds, it becomes hard to see the appropriateness of 
matter-form pairs for every item. In many of Ammonius’s examples of 
formal and material eide, I feel there may well be something matter-like 
and form-like to the two sides of his division. I find especially appealing 
the cases in which the material side seems like a plurality of things 
(States of Affairs, Cognitive Agents, Souls) or an undifferentiated blob 
(The Block Universe, Information, Awareness); it is not so hard to regard 
the formal side as imposing structure upon the more amorphous or plural 
side. (The case of Awareness, however, could easily be misleading. 
“Awareness” seems to me to be a use of a mass term to refer to a 
collection of discrete entities—particular persons who are aware—in 
something like the way “cutlery” or “furniture” refers to collections of 
individuals. After all, how could there be awareness other than by 
particular persons being, individually, aware? The idea that awareness 
comes in a cloudy, undifferentiated form sounds wrong to me; there is no 
such thing as “mind-stuff” that congeals into loci of consciousness; there 
are only individual minds that are conscious. This casts into doubt 
Ammonius’s reason for putting Awareness on the side of material form; 
see p.98).  
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Although these proposed divisions into matter and form seem 
natural, many others seem quite strained. The eidos The Godhead, for 
example, needs matter and form; and it initially sounds rather fitting that 
the matter of this formal eidos should be “God’s Attributes”, and that the 
form of those attributes should be the complex ontological dependence 
relations among them. Upon a little reflection, however, the choice is 
puzzling. Since “God’s Attributes” include The Godhead itself, one 
wonders: Can a thing figure in its own matter? On anything like the 
Aristotelian conception of matter and form, the answer would be: Of 
course not! So, from one of the very earliest eide on the wheel, doubt is 
thrown upon the appropriateness of the labels “matter” and “form” for 
the dichotomy Ammonius posits within every eidos.  

A further obstacle arises for this particular eduction. Many items 
on the wheel are, as noted earlier, not actually attributes of God in any 
ordinary sense. So, although it may sound plausible to suppose that the 
formal eidos in virtue of which God is God should be something like 
“God’s attributes organized in a certain way”; it is hard to know just how 
appropriate this scheme is when many of the things called “God’s 
attributes” are not literally God’s attributes. The items on the wheel 
cannot all be attributed to God; and, according to Ammonius, none of 
them are parts of God; so the only relation in which all of them stand to 
God is ontological dependence. Once this is clear, the appropriateness of 
regarding all the eide as something akin to “matter” for The Godhead is 
no longer obvious. Why should relations among things that merely 
depend upon God be taken to constitute aspects of God’s very own form?  

Many of the other “eductions” of matter-form pairs are equally 
problematic; and few seem inevitable. The eidos called “Being” is the 
basic subject or substance that has the divine form, The Godhead; but 
why suppose that this Being is constituted, hylomorphically, by a process 
of Coming-to-Understanding that in-forms the space-time Block 
Universe? I suppose that it follows from Ammonius’s Monism that the 
Block Universe must be in some way included in God; but why not say, 
instead, that the sum total of all particulars, save God, serves as the 
matter for God’s Mind, not just The Block Universe? Or The Block 
Universe plus all non-eidetic particulars, apart from God?  
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More radically, one may ask: Why start with Being and The 
Godhead, rather than skipping directly to The Block Universe and 
Coming-to-Understanding as candidates for the matter and form of God? 
Does not God’s Mind have a fair claim to be the formal aspect of God? 
On a Thomistic Aristotelian scheme, a person’s rational soul or mind, 
and the substantial form of the person, would not be distinguished; if 
hylomorphism is really to apply to God, why not follow the Thomistic 
pattern? (Of course the true Thomist will reject the idea that, in God, 
matter and form can be distinguished.) And, if The Block Universe can 
serve as the matter for God’s Mind on Ammonius’s preferred eduction of 
God’s matter and form; then, once God’s Mind has become the initial 
formal eidos, The Block Universe should be able to serve as the initial 
material eidos of God Himself, taking the place of Being on the wheel. 
The virtue of simplicity would seem to be well served by cutting out a 
few middlemen here. 

I find similar “Why nots?” arising at many matter-form 
eductions, indicating that I have only a tenuous grasp of some of the 
relations indicated by spatial relations on the wheel. Why is Sameness 
and Difference the matter, and Differentiation the form, of Formal 
Cause? Why not the reverse, for instance? Ammonius’s justification is 
that “Differentiating Form crucially makes for the distinction between 
the same and the different”; but why not say that it is Sameness and 
Difference that makes for Differentiation? And how is Formal Cause 
more closely tied to these two eide than to others? “Of course, Formal 
Cause is an essential sine qua non of this distinction between the same 
and the different”, says Ammonius; but everything (except for God and 
Being) has a Formal Cause (i.e., is the telos of something else), so 
Formal Cause is sine qua non of a good deal more than sameness and 
difference. Furthermore, Material Cause is also essential to things that 
are the same and different; and it is matter that, by being differentiated, 
yields things that are the same and different. Is this connection enough to 
make plausible the alternative eduction that Differentiation and 
Sameness and Difference are the form and matter of Material Cause?  

Why does Final Cause serve as the form of Ontological 
Dependence? The connection between the two seems quite mysterious; 
and I find nothing in Coming to Understanding that would link the two—
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unless one already thought that the Final Cause or Telos of God’s Mind 
were the Coming-to-Understanding of this Ontological Dependence 
structure. But how is it determined that God’s Mind really has this as its 
telos?  

Like the connections between eide and matter-form pairs, the 
“telic” connections within the wheel are not obvious, either, in many 
cases. Why should one think that Final Cause exists for the sake of States 
of Affairs? or that Differentiating Form exists for the sake of Efficient 
Cause? or that Formal Cause exists for the sake of Ontological 
Dependence? and so on. The brief remarks justifying these claims in 
section 2.3 are often cryptic, leaving me with more questions than 
answers. It is just not obvious that the red arrows, which point from each 
eidos to the eidos one row up and one step clockwise, represent a 
genuinely teleological pattern throughout the wheel. The failure of this 
relationship to be, in any obvious sense, universally “telic”, has serious 
consequences for the theory as a whole. If the one sort of region is not 
clearly the telos of the other, then nothing can be inferred from the fact 
that Coming-to-Understanding stands in this “red arrow” relation on the 
wheel to The Godhead; with the meaning of the “red arrow” relation up 
for grabs, it is no longer clear whether their place in the pattern suggests 
that the whole point of God’s “becoming aware” is for God to understand 
God’s own nature or inner structure. And this, of course, calls into 
question one of the central—and, by my lights, most problematic—
doctrines of Coming to Understanding. I address my worries about the 
ethical implications of this particular eduction in Part III of my 
commentary. 
 
Eduction or Revelation? 
 

The eduction of grand metaphysical systems is a shaky 
enterprise, as Ammonius frankly admits. How would one choose 
between the radically different metaphysics of Aristotle, Descartes, 
Leibniz, Spinoza, or Hegel? Or even between the more modest attempts 
to defend comprehensive theories of the categories in our day, such as 
the ontological schemes of D. C. Williams, Chisholm, Armstrong, or 
Lewis?  
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The great systematizing philosophers of the past often pretended 
to prove their systems from self-evident principles. Contemporary 
ontologists are more modest—they offer sets of ontological categories 
that seem to hang together in a systematic way, and to enable us to 
express (what they take to be) the fundamental facts about the world in 
the simplest possible way. These virtues in a metaphysical system could 
be summed up as “coherence”, “simplicity”, and “scope”. After the 
failure of the most ambitious rationalists to truly prove that their systems 
were the only inevitable ones, choosing to be a latter-day Spinozist or 
Hegelian could only proceed along the same lines—and should have 
done so even in their day. (Perhaps one could argue that, de facto, that 
was how the older rationalists defended their systems, too.)  

A metaphysics which could show itself to do better than the 
other available theories with respect to these valuable commodities—
coherence, simplicity, and comprehensiveness—could fairly claim to 
have been “educed”. Like most interesting philosophical theories, no 
matter the domain, such a metaphysical theory could hardly pretend to 
have been proven “beyond doubt” or anything nearly so grand; still it 
could lay claim to having been reached by a (no doubt fallible) process 
of rational inquiry. Because there are bound to be disagreements about 
the relative coherence, simplicity, and scope of competing theories, an 
eduction should be judged a success if a metaphysician can show merely 
that a reasonable person might well assess his or her theory as the best 
available maximizer of these values.  

Disagreements about the theoretical virtues of coherence and 
simplicity will obviously be hard to assess objectively, since they will 
turn upon hard-to-formulate, borderline-aesthetic judgments. 
Disagreements about which of two theories has greater scope might seem 
easier to adjudicate. But here, too, reasonable metaphysicians will differ 
in the portions of common belief that they take to constitute stable 
knowledge. If, as Quine thought, only the most well-established sciences, 
like physics, need be taken seriously in our metaphysical theories, the 
fact that a metaphysics makes room for objective ethical values, 
propositional attitudes, etc. will not count in its favor; ethics and folk 
psychology are too undisciplined to produce known facts that must be 
preserved in our final, comprehensive metaphysical theory. With drastic 
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restrictions on the domain within which a metaphysics must prove itself 
adequate, the metaphysician can get by with a more austere set of 
fundamental categories and relations among them. The less scientistic 
among us will (rightly, by my lights) demand a theory of much greater 
scope. But where, precisely, should we draw the line between known 
facts that must be expressible in terms of the metaphysical system on 
offer, and mere hunches that have no serious claim upon the 
metaphysician?  

Here, there will be reasonable differences; which could lead to 
reasonable differences about whether one metaphysics is more 
comprehensive than another. An example: Broad and Sidgwick were no 
fools; and they thought they had reason to take psychical research 
seriously—though I think that, even at the time, the majority of 
philosophers were not unreasonable to have serious doubts about the 
value of the experiments and case studies that Broad and Sidgwick found 
compelling. Still, at some point in time, one could be a reasonable person 
and yet take the phenomena of séances, etc. as impressive evidence for 
life after death; and one could also be a reasonable skeptic about the 
deliverances of psychical research. At such a time, there would be 
reasonable differences about the question whether one metaphysical 
theory beats another with respect to scope. Obviously, a metaphysical 
account must have implications about the nature of persons—even if it 
tells us we don’t exist, or that we are second-rate entities, it ought to 
answer the question, “What am I?” And a metaphysics of persons that 
allows for disembodied, conscious life after death will no doubt look 
very different from one that need not make room for even the possibility 
of my surviving the death of this body. 
 Ammonius is perfectly aware that the eduction of a metaphysics 
is a shaky game, depending, as it does, upon judgments about theoretical 
virtues that are difficult to assess. But he believes that his system—his 
large-scale picture of the fundamental nature of reality—should score 
well, relative to competing schemes, when judged by these standards. 
Some of his apparently axiomatic principles (e.g., his Monism, and the 
doctrine that eternal truths require a timeless realm populated with 
entities in virtue of which these truths hold) have appealed to thinkers of 
many stripes; they obviously have an abiding attraction for the 
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speculative metaphysician. I shall mainly focus on the finer details of his 
eduction of the eide, which is one of the most original aspects of his 
treatise.  

In order to lay fair claim to being “educed”, the elements and 
inner structure of the wheel must exhibit a high measure of the 
theoretical virtues I have been describing. And here, there is a cost to his 
theory for each of the difficulties encountered in the previous section: 
e.g., the absence of an intuitive similarity among the eide, the failure of 
the matter-form pattern to plausibly extend to many of its supposed 
cases, and the general non-inevitability of many choices of category and 
relations to other categories. Insofar as any of these eductions leave the 
critic thinking, “Why would one say that, rather than something else?”, 
there will be a failure to display internal coherence. If too many of these 
relationships must be brutely posited or taken on faith (posited because 
they must be there, in order for the pattern of the wheel to be 
maintained), the network of relations will not display the kind of 
coherence that one wants in a metaphysical theory. 

I find Ammonius’s eduction of the eide unconvincing; I am 
unable to see many of the connections posited among the eide, or to 
understand several of the technical terms he introduces. The words 
“eide”, “Attribute”, “matter”, and “form” are used, by other 
philosophers, to stand for things that play certain roles in their theories; 
and I have a pretty good idea what they mean by these words. They are 
able to describe these roles using less abstruse notions, or to convey the 
meanings of their terms by repeating examples until I begin to get the 
idea. Pretty quickly, I can go on to apply the term to new cases, reliably 
agreeing with their application, even though I might not completely buy 
into their theory. I find the same terms in Ammonius’s metaphysics, and 
they start out seeming to mean roughly what they have meant in the 
mouths of other metaphysicians; but soon, their use is extended to so 
many surprising cases, that I no longer am able reliably to apply it in new 
instances, or to judge the plausibility of Ammonius’s use of it.  

If a sufficient number of the relations borrowed from Aristotle’s 
“four causes” (expanded, by Ammonius, to six) were consistently 
applied to cases that seemed, intuitively, to be in keeping with Aristotle’s 
usage, I could use them (together with ontological dependence, which is 
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explicitly defined in familiar terms) to formulate an abstract description 
of the wheel that would give me some purchase on its contents, the eide. 
“The eide” would come to mean: whatever it is that satisfies that abstract 
structure of causal (and ontological) dependencies. Then I could judge 
whether the particular “fillers” Ammonius assigns to the boxes seemed 
appropriate, and so whether they lend credibility to the idea that a whole 
satisfying this description actually exists. Unfortunately, my 
understanding of what Ammonius means by material cause and formal 
cause is undermined by the extension (described above) of the matter-
form distinction into realms where it can bear no resemblance to what 
Aristotle meant; and so I am at sea, unable to simply take the roles of 
matter and form and use them to define an abstract structure, the fillers of 
which are the eide.  

The two examples given to explain Ammonius’s two additional 
causes—differentiating form and structuring form—are not enough to 
convince me that differentiation and structuring need to be distinguished 
from instances of efficient causation. Some things are efficiently-caused 
to exist by differentiating something from its environment, as in the 
carving of the statue; other things are efficiently-caused to exist by a 
reconfiguration of matter, so that it takes on a distinctive structure, as in 
the construction of the temple. Judging from the examples, some things 
have differentiating causes, but no structuring causes; and, perhaps, vice 
versa—the blocks of the temple are already differentiated from the 
surrounding air; no further act of differentiating is needed, only a 
structuring-cause. So two more of the crucial relations that might give 
me a handle on the nature of the whole wheel have become problematic. 
The examples within the wheel bear little resemblance to the statue and 
temple examples. And the relations are said to hold throughout the wheel 
(every sector gets a blue arrow directed toward it, and, after the early 
stages, every sector gets a green arrow pointing toward it); but, from the 
examples used to introduce differentiating-cause and structuring-cause, 
one would have thought they would not be relations that should hold 
throughout the realm of particulars; instead, they seem like relations that 
easily come apart: some things have a differentiating cause but no 
structuring cause, and vice versa.  
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Suppose Ammonius’s eduction of the eide is, ultimately 
unsuccessful—that is, suppose he is not able to convince others that the 
theory encapsulated by the wheel displays an impressive measure of the 
theoretical virtues by which such theories are to be judged. Suppose also 
that, nevertheless, Ammonius is right; reality displays a structure roughly 
like the one he posits; and he, himself, has seen its internal coherence, its 
ability to make sense of everything. (This could be the case if 
Ammonius, but not the rest of us, understands the meanings of the terms 
I find elusive; and his understanding of them turns the theory 
encapsulated by the wheel into a virtuous web of mutually sustaining 
theses.) A curious result follows from these two suppositions. According 
to Ammonius’s system, God’s chief end is to understand the eide; and 
those who do so are fulfilling God’s will, with God’s will as at least the 
telic cause of their coming-to-understanding (pp.165-7). (God would not 
be the sufficient cause of Ammonius’s insights—Ammonius’s Deity 
does not intervene in the course of history, in the way the traditional God 
of monotheism is wont to do.) Since, ex hypothesi, Ammonius is the only 
one to whom this knowledge has been vouchsafed, Ammonius would be 
in something very close to the position in which the founders of the 
Abrahamic faiths believed themselves to be: the one person to whom 
especially detailed information about God has been revealed—sole 
recipients of a revelation of God’s nature, the final cause of which is 
God. 

The similarity does not go very deep. Ammonius does not take 
his theory of the eide to be the final word; he welcomes criticism on 
grounds of failures of coherence, simplicity, and so on. One doesn’t 
suppose that Moses or Paul would be open to discussing the theoretical 
virtues of belief in a single Deity (rather than a plurality of them), or 
belief in salvation by means of faith in Christ (rather than by faithfully 
keeping the Law). Ammonius does not take God to have directly “given” 
him insight into these matters in anything like the way God is supposed 
to have revealed himself to prophets; it is meant to be ordinary trial-and-
error methods of rational inquiry that have led to this system. Still, there 
is an ironic twist here: The closer to truth his system is, the more like a 
prophet Ammonius becomes. For the fine details of the wheel are 
extremely difficult to understand, let alone believe; the more of these he 
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has right, the more likely it will become that only Ammonius will ever 
believe anything like the truth about God.  

Ammonius’s real expectation is that his scheme will prove 
correct in broad outline, and that successive generations of philosophers 
and scientists, working together, will come to a better and better 
understanding of the true, metaphysical structure of reality—an 
understanding possible only for institutional Persons, constituted by vast 
numbers of cognitive agents. In the next sections I consider Ammonius’s 
conviction that the goal of coming-to-understand that would be served by 
such Persons can provide an adequate foundation for ethics. 
 
 
III. Criticism of the Ethics 
 
“On Balance, Good” 
 
When a self dies, there is a sort of reckoning: Now that the life is 
complete, one can ask whether it was, “on balance”, good or bad; and, if 
the former, the self is a Person whose knowledge—at least knowledge of 
metaphysical truths—becomes a part of God’s consciousness. (“Soul” is 
given an unusual technical meaning, but one that has a clearly defined 
place in his system. As noted above, Ammonius calls God’s coming to 
know what one such Person knows, a “soul”. A timeless state of 
consciousness, on the part of God, is quite unlike Descartes’s notion of 
an immaterial thinking substance; but one can see a justification for 
Ammonius’s usage.) I shall ask a couple of quick questions about this 
arrangement, and then move on to deeper questions about his ethics.  
 What if there are incommensurable goods and evils? In that case, 
“on balance” would not be applicable. Supposing the amount of 
goodness and badness in a person’s life can be measured, why suppose it 
is “one iota” above 50% good that makes a soul? There are alternatives. 
Consider a person who starts out well-meaning and innocent and 
industrious, and who gradually becomes a cynical, nasty, vicious 
character. So long as the early part of his life outweighs the later part of 
it, be it ever so slightly, he gets to be a soul. But does it not seem that 
there is a kind of intrinsic goodness to moral growth? The life of a person 
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who is growing in virtuous characteristics, and shedding vices, should—
one might think—get a kind of “value-boost” over a person with the self-
same virtues and vices, possessed to the same degree over a period of the 
same length but “in reverse”. (The first person exemplifies what 
Brentano called the “bonum progressionis”, the latter the “malum 
regressus”.) This thought suggests a different criterion than overall 
balance: It might have something to do with the trajectory of a person’s 
life; was it, on balance, moving in the right direction?  

Another question: Why does God get to know everything (at 
least every metaphysically important thing) that a person knew, so long 
as they were, on balance, good? Why not say that, when a person is 
displaying vices, anything the person knows only at that time is 
“blocked” from becoming part of God’s consciousness; God only knows 
what the person knows when he or she is being virtuous. This would 
seem to be in keeping with the notion that God’s mind, though it is a sort 
of function of our minds, is, unlike ours, without moral blemish. 
 
Morality as a Kind of Piety 
 

Ammonius offers a theory of morality that subsumes right action 
under the category of “piety”, i.e., doing God’s will. In a slogan, 
“morality is a part of piety” (p.191). In response to Alister McGrath’s 
posing the question of the Euthyphro, Ammonius makes a move that is 
similar to Robert Adams’s identification of the right with what God 
commands, and the good with what God loves. ‘It is a metaphysical 
discovery, therefore, that “goodness” is coextensive with “piety”’ 
(p.191).  
 Ammonius wants to ground all morality, and indeed all 
goodness, in doing God’s will, as the following characteristic passages 
illustrate:  
 

How much a person’s behavior is in accord with its 
divinely ordained purpose determines the rightness or 
wrongness, and thus the degree of goodness, of its 
behavior. A good person is one whose pattern of choices 
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is pious—that is, sufficiently guided by its service to 
God. (pp.187-8) 
 
The behavior of humans towards one another is moral 
behavior only when it is pious behavior. Pious behavior, 
however, is behavior that is appropriately oriented 
towards God. (p.194). 
 
[I]t is more metaphysically adequate to characterize right 
behavior of any sort as behavior that is in accord with 
God’s Will. The natural word for this is “piety,” and the 
result is that piety is the most general characterization of 
the good. (p.191) 
 
I note that, here, all moral norms seem to be grounded in God’s 

Will—not just the rightness and wrongness of behavior, but goodness 
itself is to be defined in terms of serving God’s will. 

The distinctively moral part of piety is just the part of doing 
God’s Will that concerns our interactions with one another; we can, in 
our dealings with others, behave in ways that do or do not satisfy God’s 
Will. But what are these ways? What does God will us to do, in our 
everyday lives? 
 An ordinary divine command theorist can easily “recover” 
whatever conventional moral principles he or she wants, on the basis of 
the identification of right and wrong with God’s will. The technique is 
simple: just suppose that God has issued commands that back up the part 
of conventional morality one wants to keep. But Ammonius’s God is not 
the sort of Person who issues complicated commands aimed at the 
particular details of our lives. Ammonius’s God has one purpose and one 
purpose only: to Come to Understand God’s Attributes (the eide), which 
Ammonius identifies with God’s own nature. (Earlier, I argued that the 
eide do not in any straightforward way qualify as God’s attributes, so 
knowledge of them is not obviously knowledge of God’s nature; but I am 
setting those worries aside for present purposes.)  
 



  

292 

In Some Circumstances, Moral Enormities Would be Justified 
 

I shall raise a couple of objections to the idea that all our 
obligations must be derived from our duty to help God to grasp 
metaphysical truths. For one thing, it would seem that Ammonius’s 
principles justify (what seems to me to be clearly) deeply immoral 
behavior, so long as it promotes progress in metaphysics. Furthermore, it 
becomes difficult to see how Ammonius’s moral theory could wind up 
agreeing with conventional wisdom about right and wrong very much of 
the time at all. Ammonius attempts to show that his account of right and 
wrong will not be so radically out step with our usual convictions. But I 
shall argue that he cannot do so, without giving up his claim to ground 
all ethical norms in God’s Will. 
 On the face of it, what God’s Will requires of us, according to 
Ammonius, is simple: Maximizing knowledge of metaphysical truths, 
since only by our knowing them does God get to know them. If this were 
the end of the story, the result would be a strange moral theory indeed, 
according to which only metaphysicians (and others who learn deep 
truths about the nature of things, like scientists studying The Block 
Universe) can serve God directly; while those unable or unwilling to do 
metaphysics should serve us, giving us as much free time as possible in 
which to … do metaphysics! However (superficially) appealing this 
might seem to the student of metaphysics, it is drastically out of step with 
what most people believe about goodness, badness; right, and wrong. I 
am grateful, every day, to the good people of New Jersey for providing 
me with ample opportunity to think about metaphysics; but I do not 
believe they have a greater obligation to support my research than that of 
scholars in other fields. 
 Grounding all ethical norms in the satisfaction of a purely 
intellectual goal could be expected to lead to radically counterintuitive 
judgments about right and wrong; and, in some places, Ammonius does 
not shrink away from some rather shocking conclusions. “How much a 
person’s behavior is in accord with its divinely ordained purpose 
determines the rightness or wrongness, and thus the degree of goodness, 
of its behavior.” The content of God’s purpose for us seems, on the face 
of it, to have nothing to do with kinds of paradigmatically moral 
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behavior most systems of ethics would advise. The “service” God 
requires of us “is a matter of being truly aware (as much as possible) of 
metaphysical realities and verities, and of bringing about other Persons 
who are truly aware (as much as possible) of metaphysical realities and 
verities” (p.27, new version of Part 4).  

It would be natural to conclude that, because God does not 
primarily care about the inculcation of virtues like compassion and 
fairness, when the goal of coming-to-understanding metaphysics would 
be better served by a (conventionally) “unkind”, “unfair”, “unloving” 
action on someone’s part; well, that is what one should do. Ammonius 
attempts (by two means described below) to recover much conventional 
wisdom about moral and immoral behavior; but, even were he successful 
in that project (as I shall argue he is not), the result I have just described 
would likely follow from Ammonius’s system.  

The following quotation, if one put it into the mouth of a 
metaphysically-gifted Stalin, say, would be chilling: 

 
One mistake of conventional morality, however, is the 
presumption that “normal” morality—e.g. Aristotle’s 
doctrine of the mean (moderation in all behavior) and the 
conventional list of other appropriate behaviors towards 
others—implies ethical rules that are binding upon all 
human persons in all circumstances and at all times. 
Recognizing that morality is a subspecies of piety, that 
the primary obligation of all human persons is to 
facilitate God’s aim of Self-Understanding, implies 
however that there may always be exceptional 
circumstances, circumstances that conventional morality 
will not be able to recognize or predict. Pious behavior is 
not a set of rules, apprehended by reason, which applies 
at all times and in all places and to all persons. 
Consequently, at different times and places different 
kinds of behavior—even kinds of behavior that may 
violate conventional morality—may be exactly what is 
required by God’s Will. (p.194) 
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A powerful politician who justifiably believed that he was good 
at metaphysics, and could identify others who are good at metaphysics, 
would find in these principles a rationale for wholesale disregard of 
normal ethical standards in his efforts to found an institution capable of 
“serving God’s Will”. Democracy is never going to fund the kind of 
institution that could achieve what Ammonius calls “institutional 
awareness of God” (p.219); so, once opportunity presents itself, the 
politician is obliged to become a tyrant; and, whenever flaunting 
conventional morality would better serve the establishment of such an 
institution, the tyrant is obligated to do so. 

One need not have the power of a tyrant to be led into behavior 
that would, by normal standards, be judged deeply immoral. Even 
ordinary academics would be susceptible. Suppose the falsification of a 
letter of recommendation could insure the denial of tenure to my anti-
metaphysical colleague, while increasing my chances of gaining tenure. 
What should I do? Conventional morality says: Don’t cheat! Don’t lie! It 
wouldn’t be fair! But, given my colleague’s opposition to metaphysics, I 
have a powerful obligation to prevent him from gaining tenure, and to 
insure that I keep my job; and Ammonius has no independent norm that 
prohibits cheating and lying. In such circumstances, it would seem that 
Ammonius’s ethics delivers a clear verdict: I must falsify the letter.  

The example of Newton does nothing to allay my worries on this 
score. Newton is depicted as a (conventionally) immoral character, 
causing unhappiness all around; but, because he contributed so much to 
our understanding (of, I take it, metaphysical truths about mathematics 
and The Block Universe), “on the divine scale of goodness, Newton’s 
behavior is probably quite pious, even though it is simultaneously also 
immoral (at least according to the dictates of conventional morality)” 
(p.197). Ammonius says that “[t]his kind of case, however, is rare.” But I 
am troubled by an ethical system that implies it is ever the case. 
Accepting this result would show just how far from its ordinary meaning 
“Love” has been wrested in Ammonius’s definition of “Love” as: using 
one’s referential and appetitive capacities in accord with God’s Will 
(p.123). Newton was, in Ammonius’s peculiar sense, a “loving” person, 
despite the fact that he was not, by all accounts, a loving person.  
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Another character who, rightly, can do whatever he or she likes 
is the person who knows that (a) he or she is not capable of knowing any 
metaphysical facts not already discovered by others, and (b) he or she is 
never going to do anything that affects a person or institution capable of 
such knowledge. Someone who, upon some occasion, knows (a), and 
also knows that committing some crime or offense will not decrease the 
odds of anyone’s coming to understand more metaphysics than is 
currently known, may also do whatever he or she likes. 

From my perspective on virtues and vices (which I hope is at 
least partly informed by Christ’s teaching and example, and so arises out 
of a moral tradition criticized in Part 4), Ammonius’s ethical principles 
generate norms that are completely topsy-turvy, wildly over-valuing 
abstract speculation and those who engage in it, while under-valuing the 
virtues and vices the inculcation of which should be the true goal of a 
system of ethics. Moreover, the principles would, from my point of view, 
pose a serious moral danger to anyone actually tempted to follow them. 
Granted, Ammonius says things to distance himself from a reading of his 
ethics that would lead to monstrous results. Given one interpretation of 
his doctrine of “Soul-making”, to be discussed below, I had better not 
falsify the letter of recommendation, or I might not engender a Soul—
and all my knowledge of metaphysics would be for naught! But if he 
were to invoke this doctrine to avoid justifying patently immoral 
behavior in such circumstances, Ammonius’s moral instincts would be 
rebelling against the conclusions to which his principles ought to drive 
him—or so I shall try to show, in the sequel. 
 
Ammonius Cannot Recover “Conventional Morality” for Most Situations 
 

Besides permission of moral enormities whenever metaphysics 
would benefit sufficiently thereby, there is a serious question whether an 
ethics based on Ammonius’s principles could agree with conventional 
morality in the everyday cases, even when special conflicts with the 
pursuit of coming-to-understanding are not in question. Ammonius 
appeals to two main considerations in attempting to generate the result 
that, for most people, most of the time, ordinary moral principles apply. 
The first is to emphasize the importance of cooperative activity for 
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human beings, and the role of institutional Persons in achieving God’s 
goal of self-revelation.  

Ammonius points out that we seem “built” to function in groups, 
and ultimately to constitute institutions and, eventually, institutional 
persons: 

 
A key part of being functional human persons, therefore, 
is that one is able to perform in the context of such 
groups. Many of the virtues and vices [of conventional 
morality] can be justified by the mere fact that if human 
persons are to function successfully within groups, they 
need to behave towards one another in ways that allow 
the group to operate as a unit—as a self—as well as 
allow everyone to function successfully within the 
group. Virtues such as “justice,” “humility,” “patience,” 
and vices such as “arrogance,” “hatred,” and “laziness,” 
often express solutions and problems (respectively) 
either in the successful functioning of a group as a self 
or in the successful functioning of individuals within that 
group. (p.195) 
 
In other words, there are certain aspects of human flourishing 

that can only be realized in groups, and cooperating groups require the 
display of at least some of the traditional virtues (or at least the 
appearance of them). But should we expend resources promoting these 
aspects of human flourishing, and not others? Indeed, whence the moral 
obligation to pursue flourishing? One might say, “We would not be 
happy unless we promote kinds of flourishing that require cooperation 
among many people”. But who is the “we” here? Some hermits are 
perfectly happy, flourishing in solitary ways. In any case, why should we 
care about happiness and flourishing? By Ammonius’s lights, we have an 
obligation to flourish or pursue happiness only if it is part of what God 
Wills—but his God does not care about our happiness or flourishing, at 
least not directly. Ammonius writes as if the conventional virtues acquire 
some kind of moral force merely from their usefulness to the end of 
successful group activity, which most of us prefer. He has been 
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‘characterizing much of morality as arising from the “is” part of the 
“ought presupposes is” equation’ (p.195). I submit that no genuinely 
moral principles can, by his lights, be derived from these considerations 
without showing how participation in cooperative groups serves God. 

That is Ammonius’s next move. Let us grant that peaceable, 
productive cooperation is required to build institutions. Playing a useful 
role in an institution requires getting along with others, treating them 
with respect, etc.; so, if forming institutions were part of God’s purpose 
for us, then the grounds for a moral requirement of baseline of civility, at 
least, might be justified. But how to link institution-building to the 
imperative to maximize metaphysical knowledge?  

Ammonius connects institution-building with God’s Will in an 
interesting way. Many metaphysical facts are too complex and numerous 
for individual minds to know; but, in principle, a large enough 
institutional Person could go further than its individuals would get, 
working independently—in terms of the complexity of what is known, 
and in sheer volume. But this generates moral norms that directly apply 
only while at work, and only when working in institutions that promote 
metaphysics.  

Very few institutions have metaphysics as their goal, and most 
people will never have the opportunity to participate in one of them. 
Furthermore, given how difficult it is, by Ammonius’s standards, to be 
an institutional Person, probably none of these metaphysical institutions 
is a Person, so none contributes independently to God’s Consciousness; 
furthermore, for reasons adduced below, even if one of them does, it 
arguably knows very little, contributing much less than what its members 
individually know, because of the disagreement endemic to the 
discipline.  

It is true that we naturally tend to form societies and institutions; 
but if none of them is metaphysically-oriented, this natural tendency of 
ours is no sure sign that God wants us to do so, or wants us to inculcate 
the virtues they require. In fact, it seems much more likely that God’s 
ends would best be served if those capable of doing metaphysics, but 
with no opportunity to join specifically metaphysically-oriented 
institutions, were ruthlessly to drive people away, cultivating social 
vices, so that they will have more time to study metaphysics on their 
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own. Since this is the vast majority of educated people, the social virtues 
are hardly entailed by Ammonius’s claim that God needs a metaphysics-
oriented institution. I conclude that appeal to the value of institutions will 
not underwrite very many ordinary moral principles for the vast majority 
of people—perhaps, since arguably none of our metaphysics-oriented 
institutions is a Person who adds anything to God’s Consciousness, this 
avenue yields nothing. 

As an aside, I shall register my skepticism about the plausibility 
of institutional knowledge of metaphysical truths. Any reasonably 
precise statement of a metaphysical theory will be believed by 
approximately one person—the person who formulated it. Even a group 
of metaphysicians working in the same tradition—Thomists, say—will 
disagree about many details, with little prospect of complete 
convergence. I find it even less likely that a large number of 
philosophers, using refinements of the kinds of rational powers we now 
have, could come to agreement upon a broadly Aristotelian, or neo-
Platonic, or Spinozistic, or Quinean, or Lewisean, or… metaphysical 
system. But, on Ammonius’s scheme, dire consequences follow from 
continued disagreement among philosophers in an institutional setting. 
The reason for positing institutional selves is the fact that institutions 
seem to “know” things, and to “want” things, and to “act” in ways that 
are not simple functions of the knowledge, desires, and actions of the 
human beings involved. Ammonius emphasizes the ability of institutions 
to know things no member knows; but he also recognizes that they can 
fail to know things that many members know (p.125). The knowledge 
attributable to an institution cannot simply be the sum of things known 
by its members. Suppose an investment firm functions so well that it 
becomes a Person. There are ten companies in which the firm has an 
interest; for each one, there is one person in the firm who knows how 
that company’s stock will fare over the next quarter, but there are also 
many in the firm who (wrongly) disagree with this person’s prognosis. If 
the one person who happens to know in each case is not able, 
independently, to decide whether the firm should invest in that company, 
then we should not say that the firm knows what all ten stocks will do in 
the next quarter. The individual knowledge is “washed out” by 
disagreement. Similarly, for any significant number of metaphysicians 
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working today who could conceivably constitute an institution aimed at 
metaphysical knowledge, their differences of opinion will “wash out” 
most of what they, individually, might happen to know about the true 
metaphysical structure of the world—unless one or two could form a 
cabal, and take over, somehow determining the “official position” of the 
institution. If the institution is at all democratic, or membership 
voluntary, that situation would not last long.  

In short, unless the future produces humans with vastly enhanced 
powers of ratiocination—including, in particular, much more finely 
calibrated sensitivity to a priori theoretical virtues than we have ever 
possessed—there is little prospect of institutions that know any 
metaphysical truths. And this would remain so even if the greatest 
metaphysicians in the world were allowed to work together in the context 
of an ideal institutional Person; some of them might know a great many 
metaphysical truths, but the institution would remain ignorant, so long as 
there was substantial disagreement.  
 There is a second, potentially more powerful mechanism by 
which Ammonius might try to soften his reduction of morality to piety, 
so that it implies ordinary moral standards most of the time, and does not 
imply that any act can be justified, so long as it is the best way, in the 
circumstances, to promote metaphysics: the doctrine of “Soul-making”, 
according to which God only learns metaphysical truths garnered by 
selves that are, overall, better than they are bad. The imperative to 
maximize God’s self-revelation is not obeyed if one only works to 
maximize the number of selves that know metaphysical truths; if all the 
metaphysical truths are known by, “on balance”, bad people, God gains 
nothing.  
 Good people are, Ammonius agrees, loving people; so one might 
think that, here, God’s purpose has been shown to require that we (at 
least, those of us capable of knowing metaphysical truths) must treat one 
another in loving, kind ways—on pain of God’s not getting our 
knowledge, because we are, on balance, bad. This strategy would not 
generate the requirements of conventional morality under normal 
circumstances for normal people, if those people are not capable of 
knowing metaphysical truths that are not already known by God. It might 
well be that most people are in this situation; we are smart enough to 
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understand metaphysics, if we study diligently, but few contribute 
anything new that extends God’s knowledge. (And anyone who takes a 
wrong turn, directing those capable of advancing metaphysics to believe 
metaphysical falsehoods, has badly undermined God’s goal. Given the 
shakiness of all metaphysical conclusions, and the radically different 
views that equally intelligent metaphysicians hold, I would argue that we 
can never know that we are not taking fellow metaphysicians in the 
wrong direction. So we can never know, while doing metaphysics, that 
we are doing the right thing—by Ammonius’s lights.)  

But, even if most people are capable of knowing such truths, and 
so fall under God’s imperative to love, Ammonius is not entitled to use 
this as an independent means of deriving norms governing ordinary 
behavior. As noted earlier, “a good person” is, for Ammonius, identified 
with “a person who does God’s Will”, and that Will concerns, directly, 
only the maximization of metaphysical knowledge. The connection 
between “being good” and “love” is retained, but only because, as 
emerged earlier, “loving”, too, is identified with doing God’s Will. In the 
end, the restriction that only metaphysical truths known by good persons 
can be known by God amounts to nothing more than this: Only 
metaphysical truths known by persons who do their best to maximize the 
overall amount of knowledge of metaphysical truths can be known by 
God. There is no conceptual link between conventional understandings 
of goodness and love upon which Ammonius can rely in his derivation of 
moral principles from God’s Will. 

I do not, then, think that Ammonius’s has the means to render his 
ethics consistent with (what should be) uncontroversial judgments about 
clear cases of immoral behavior; nor to derive ordinary moral precepts 
for ordinary occasions.  
 
Grounding Ethics in Metaphysics? 
 

In general, I am suspicious of attempts to “ground morality in 
metaphysics”, as Ammonius says must be done:  

 
The only sufficiently rigorous procedure is to first 
ground morality in metaphysics. Only then can one see 
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clearly enough the status of our various moral intuitions 
about vices and virtues, where these intuitions are 
merely conventional, and where they are of enduring 
value. Only then can one discern which should be kept 
and which should be discarded. (p.194) 

 
 The desire to “ground morality in metaphysics” might just mean: 
try to reach reflective equilibrium within the body of one’s metaphysical 
and ethical beliefs. That is a desire of which I certainly approve; but it is 
consistent with allowing one’s deepest ethical convictions to trump 
metaphysical intuitions. And that is something Ammonius will not allow. 
For Ammonius, grounding morality in metaphysics means discarding 
“conventional morality” and recovering whatever one can of 
conventional moral principles by justifying them on metaphysical 
grounds. But why must ethics always take the hindmost?  

Ammonius’s answer is twofold: (1) The “hodge-podge” of 
“vices and virtues” hallowed by our conventional ethical judgments have 
not been stitched together into a sufficiently tidy theory that displays 
theoretical virtues like simplicity, symmetry, etc. If we cannot construe 
all vices and virtues as having a symmetrical structure, or find some 
other “principled way of organizing these lists” (of virtues and vices), we 
have no reason to trust our intuitions about right and wrong (p.193). (2) 
The fact that a few “cardinal virtues”, like chastity and courage, are not 
universal undermines our confidence; in other words, all of ethics is cast 
into doubt because of instances of significant moral disagreement. 
 Ammonius’s argument here admits of a simple—and, by my 
lights, devastating—tu quo que. Granted, no tidy moral theory has 
completely won the day, revealing a deep unity to our intuitions about 
right and wrong; but several moral theories have offered theories that do 
purport to reveal a theoretical deep structure to morality, and diverge 
only in extreme cases from the judgments about morality most of us 
tend, instinctively, to make. Consequentialist theories, such as varieties 
of utilitarianism, are certainly still going concerns; virtue-theories are 
being developed; and Kantians have made a real comeback.  

Why does Ammonius reject all these attempts to display ethical 
norms as more than a “hodge-podge”? Utilitarianism does not, I believe, 
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get a mention; but the main objection usually lodged against it is that it 
cannot be made to agree with all of our strongest intuitions about right 
and wrong in particular cases. Of course this should not worry 
Ammonius, since he is prepared to let some of our moral intuitions go by 
the board, if it will help with the theoretical virtue of unity with 
metaphysics.  

I was not moved by Ammonius’s brief remarks dismissing 
Aristotelian eudaimonism. Serious attempts to unify the virtues have 
been made, and not all will be “deeply undercut by recent discoveries in 
empirical psychology”(p.186), because not all are intended to ground 
morality in a purely naturalistically definable notion of “flourishing”. 
(One recent example is Linda Zagzebski’s virtue ethics, articulated in 
Divine Motivation Theory; she intends one version of her theory to be 
consistent with a non-theistic perspective; and many other virtue ethicists 
offer non-theistic, non-naturalistic theories as well.)  

Kant’s deontological approach is hardly criticized at all. Kant, 
like Ammonius, puts persons “outside of time”, and claims that our 
noumenal nature makes us special. “But then it seems natural to claim 
that the morality-determining value of persons actually derives from their 
capacity to take up a divinely ordained purpose” (p.187). Perhaps it 
seems so to Ammonius, but I confess that I should have to be told a great 
deal more before I should count this a decisive objection to deontological 
approaches—either Kant’s peculiar version, or contemporary ones that 
attempt to unify ethics along Kantian lines without putting persons 
outside of time and space. 
 So the reasons given under (1) do not seem at all compelling. 
How about (2)? Here, Ammonius is even more vulnerable. In The 
Abolition of Man, C. S. Lewis argued, with some plausibility, that the 
amount of ethical disagreement across the globe and across the 
millennia, is much less than one might have supposed. A persistent 
theme in philosophical responses to arguments for relativism is to point 
out just how much disagreement about what is right and wrong can be 
attributed to differences of opinion about non-moral facts. Often, the 
source of the ethical disagreement is not due to moral disagreement at 
all, but rather to metaphysical disagreements. To take an obvious 
example: two people may agree that, to deprive a thing of a future full of 
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value is, prima facie, to do something terribly wrong; but they may 
disagree about the conditions under which persons come into and go out 
of existence, thus differing about whether abortion at such-and-such 
stage deprives anything of a future that it would have had. A fair number 
of “moral” disagreements can plausibly be construed as metaphysical, 
and irresoluble not because of failure to agree about morality, but failure 
to agree about metaphysics.  

The real nail in the coffin of reason (2) is, then, simply this: It 
seems obvious that, on any sensible way of measuring the amount of 
agreement about substantive matters between two bodies of beliefs, there 
is vastly more agreement among ordinary people about right and wrong 
than there is agreement among metaphysicians about metaphysical 
matters. So, if (2) provides a rationale for supposing that ethics needs 
grounding in something more sure, similar considerations ought to show 
that metaphysics needs grounding in something more sure. Absent such 
grounding, metaphysics is not the place to look for firmer foundations for 
ethics.  

Ammonius repeatedly emphasizes the fallibility of all 
metaphysical conclusions, and the provisional nature of any 
metaphysical system, including his own. Truly taking this fallibility to 
heart ought to give one pause when contemplating any radical revision of 
ethics on metaphysical grounds. As I argued earlier, the theoretical 
virtues alleged to be exemplified by the theory of the eide are, in many 
instances, far from clear; e.g., it is not at all clear that the pleasing 
symmetry of division into form and matter truly holds among the items 
posited on the wheel; nor that the regular pattern of telic connections we 
are supposed to be able to see is really there. By my lights, if one puts 
forth a theory as comprehensive and controversial as this one, 
recognizing that some of these crucial eductions are not self-evident—or 
even inevitable-given-the-general-scheme,—then one should be prepared 
to see it require revision in fairly radical ways. For example, since the 
purported telic relations are not obvious, it might well turn out that a 
more elegant successor version of the theory will say that something 
other than coming-to-understanding is God’s one goal; or it might say 
that the goal of coming-to-understanding has something other than 
understanding the Godhead itself (and therefore God’s Attributes) as its 
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object. Openness to the likelihood of revisions as radical as this should 
prevent one from taking drastic steps based upon radical ethical 
conclusions implied by the theory.  

I would urge that we have better reason to trust our untutored 
sense of what is right and wrong, or the deliverances of a plausible 
ethical theory—be it consequentialist, virtue-based, or deontological—
than the normative consequences of any comprehensive metaphysical 
scheme. In moral matters, we have some reason to believe we are really 
“onto something”. In metaphysics, there is much less that should be 
accounted genuine, substantive knowledge of positive truths. 
 
 
IV. Conclusion 
 
I conclude with a litany of points of agreement and disagreement, 
picking out what I take to be the most serious problems. 
 I basically agree with Ammonius’s description of good method 
in metaphysics. In territory so far from the empirical, we are driven to 
play a shaky game of formulating and comparing theories, trying to 
determine which ones better satisfy quasi-aesthetic virtues of coherence 
and simplicity; and also trying to figure out which ones can include, in 
their subject matter, most of what we take ourselves to know. The former 
virtues are notoriously hard to measure; and the latter criterion—
comparing the breadth or scope of theories—will be a source of further 
hard-to-resolve disagreement. Some of us will take certain subject 
matters to be legitimate fields of knowledge that must be describable in 
terms of the categories of our metaphysics, while others will dismiss 
them as mere “loose talk”. When explicitly discussing method, and the 
epistemological basis of his own theory, Ammonius consistently admits 
the shakiness of this game—the fallibility of the process of eduction, and 
the certainty that further reflection would lead to significant changes in 
his system. But someone who currently accepts a metaphysical theory on 
these grounds—as the best available option, subject to changes of 
unknown proportions that will almost certainly come—ought not to 
advocate radical revisions of other subfields of philosophy, such as 
ethics, in order to make them fit with this temporary stopping point on 
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the ontological road. Yes, it is interesting to see what sort of ethics could 
fit with such a system. But, to the extent that a metaphysics is out of step 
with the best theories in those other subfields, and with the “common 
knowledge” upon which they rely, the metaphysical theory is 
undermined by the other theory, not the reverse.  

I am intrigued by Ammonius’s idea that every eidos has matter 
and form. The idea that a pattern something like Aristotle’s matter-form 
distinction might run through a theory of the categories strikes me as an 
interesting one, well worth exploration. (Indeed, in a review of an earlier 
expression of Ammonius’s ideas, I pursued this idea at considerable 
length; it still seems to me to have potential, and to be worth working out 
in a serious way.) Ammonius is right to say that an ontological theory 
ought to exhibit pleasing structure, displaying interesting and plausible 
connections among the creatures in its menagerie; and he is right to think 
that a theory’s doing so carries an epistemic benefit. A metaphysics of 
the categories that discovered a ubiquitous form-matter branching-
principle at work throughout its tree (or table or wheel or what-have-you) 
would earn extra points in the competition for “best ontology”. I agree 
with Ammonius that a “flaccid” or “list-like” catalogue of fundamental 
metaphysical kinds is much worse than a collection of kinds generated 
by a theory that finds lots of symmetries and interesting connections 
among them. I also agree that, when a theory has enough virtues of this 
kind, we should be prepared to accept some of its more surprising 
conclusions—things we might not, antecedently, have thought were true. 
So there is much in Ammonius’s general strategy to be admired. 
However, when it “came down to the short hairs”, I had trouble 
understanding the systematic connections that were meant to render his 
theory more plausible than rival metaphysical systems.  

The matter-form structure of the eide is the principle connective 
tissue—or, to switch metaphors, the principle engine generating the 
infinite wheel. To make plausible the supposition that the matter-form 
branching relations hold, Ammonius must show that his eide are the 
kinds of things that admit of decomposition into matter and form. It will 
be okay if a few cases do not seem to fit the pattern; so long as 
ubiquitous hylomorphic branching is required by a preponderance of 
truly compelling examples, one could be justified in treating the 
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recalcitrant cases as discoveries. Unfortunately, application of the 
branching principle to the eide, insofar as I understood their nature, did 
not seem obvious in very many cases.  

Matter-form structure was supposed to be a natural result of the 
fact that each is a particular. But I no longer saw this as a natural result, 
once Ammonius’s somewhat idiosyncratic meaning of “particular” came 
into focus. Ammonius’s discussion of the eide in Part 1 suggested that 
they would satisfy many metaphysicians’ definitions of universals (all 
the eide discussed there seemed to be much like Plato’s eide or Forms: 
they play the resemblance-making role, do not admit duplication, and are 
outside of time). Their particularity came down to two features: there is 
not an eidos to serve as the ground of every true predication (although 
the eide are, many of them, the sort of things that explain resemblance 
among some particulars, and so ground fundamental true predications—
just like Armstrong’s sparse universals); and they are not independently 
existing, but rather emanations depending, ultimately, upon God. These 
two features did not, in themselves, strongly suggest to me that anything 
that has them must break down into matter and form. As the hylomorphic 
distinction is used by other philosophers, having matter and form would 
not necessarily be linked to the two features Ammonius associates with 
particularity; and Ammonius did not provide an independent explication 
of a special use of “matter” and “form” peculiar to his theory, but rather 
relied upon the usual examples. So the supposition of ubiquitous 
hylomorphism among the eide seemed, initially, unmotivated.  

Still, if enough of them had exhibited something resembling a 
division into matter and form, one might have begun to see the 
appropriateness of the supposition, even if it did not follow from 
Ammonius’s notion of particularity. Unfortunately, the grip I had on the 
idea of “form-like” and “matter-like” pairs of eide faded quickly when 
examples were enumerated. The individual eductions of material and 
formal constituents of an eide were sometimes strained; few seemed 
inevitable; and so the supposition that the matter-form pattern held 
throughout the wheel began to seem to be an unfruitful hypothesis.  

I only discussed, briefly, a couple of further examples of 
relations that were supposed to knit the wheel together, generating 
theoretical virtues that could lend credence to the entire structure. But I 
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will say that I have thought hard about a good number of the “eductions” 
of the various relations, and, in general, only a few seemed to me to be 
intuitively “right”. In my judgment, there are just not enough plausible 
examples of the posited causal relations holding in exactly the right 
pattern to justify supposing that the pattern is repeated to infinity, 
including the many unobvious cases. Given my skepticism about the 
eductions on the wheel, it is not surprising that I found myself unwilling 
to radically revise ethics in light of its early eductions. 
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Author’s Response to Gordon Graham and Dean Zimmerman 
 
 
Overview 
 
Coming to Understanding is a radically God-centered work, as much in 
its philosophy as in its theology, yet it begins by setting aside the claimed 
revelations common to Judaism, Christianity and Islam as (at best) 
confused and inconsistent glimpses of God. In the place of revelation, it 
ambitiously relies on reason alone to advance our understanding of the 
nature and attributes of God. In the pursuit of that ambitious task, the 
philosophy and theology of Coming to Understanding are inspired by the 
following very general core convictions, which happen to be shared to in 
large part by my two critics Gordon Graham and Dean Zimmerman. 

Realism: There is an objective reality. Reality exists, and has the 
properties it does, independently of human beliefs and assertions; beliefs 
and assertions are true or false depending upon how reality is. (A 
consequence: it is false that everything is a social or mental construct.) 

Intelligibility: Reality is intelligible. To every part and every aspect of 
reality there corresponds a truth; truths are in principle objects of 
cognitive grasp, and are in practice candidates for explanation. (A 
consequence: it is false that some of reality is incoherent, or that some of 
it transcends all possible thought.) 

Epistemic Progress: There is progress in human understanding. The 
extent of human knowledge is not static or regressive, but increases as a 
result of scientific and philosophical inquiry. (A consequence: dogmatic 
skepticism of the sort found in various “post-modernist” views is false.) 

Fallibilism: Human knowledge is fallible. Human beings very often 
cannot rule out the possibility that their best-justified beliefs about reality 
are false; but the fallibility of belief is consistent with knowledge. (A 
consequence: it is false that we can claim to know things only if we are 
certain about them.)  
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Teleology: There is objective teleology in the world. The nature of 
dependent particulars is such that some have purposes or “proper ends”, 
which are not reducible to any efficient-causal facts. (A consequence: it 
is false that all explanation is efficient causal explanation.) 

Monism: There is one and only one ontologically independent 
particular. Of the many particulars that make up reality, there is just one 
that depends upon absolutely nothing for its existence, and since nothing 
else would exist unless this unique particular did, it is not unreasonably 
called ‘God.’ (A consequence: it is false that any “Godless” account of 
reality can be complete.) 

Personhood: There is both will and intellect in the unique ontologically 
independent particular. Since personhood is the highest status we find 
exemplified in the dependent particulars around us, it is not unreasonable 
to take its defining features to be present in the highest degree in God. (A 
consequence: it is false that God is identical with nature or any such 
impersonal array of forces.) 

Perhaps because of their Christian commitments, both Graham 
and Zimmerman may end up denying Monism. For Monism fails on at 
least one construal of the triune God of Christianity, a construal that does 
not understand the “procession” of the Son and the Holy Spirit from the 
Father as a manifestation of their ontological dependence on him. 
Otherwise, if the Father is understood as the source of all being, then 
Monism should be no obstacle for Graham and Zimmerman. And while 
some things Graham says seem to be at odds with Epistemic Progress, at 
least as it applies to metaphysics, Zimmerman seems to share all the 
other core commitments. It is highly fruitful to operate on so much 
common ground when it comes to discussing the more particular details 
over which we disagree. I thank them both for their attention to the text, 
and for the forceful and direct ways in which they put their objections 
and concerns. Before I turn to the details of their questions and 
criticisms, it may be worthwhile to review and summarize the central 
themes of Coming to Understanding that invite these very questions and 
criticisms. 
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The Central Themes of Coming to Understanding 
 
In its more particular details, Coming to Understanding examines the 
specific ways in which everything else ontologically depends on God, 
and the ways in which the achievement of God’s purposes practically 
depends on our orientation and action. (The two forms of dependence, 
ontological and practical, are distinct forms of dependence and must be 
clearly distinguished in our thought about God.)  

Although God is a person with consciousness and a will, God 
does not intervene in the world in response to our prayers and pleadings, 
but radically depends on us, not only for the achievement of good in the 
world, but also for furnishing the contents of God’s consciousness. We 
are agents of God’s self-understanding; our contributions to the process 
of coming to understanding serve to populate God’s mind with 
knowledge of what is metaphysically real, and hence with knowledge of 
God’s own nature as the source and ground of reality. Carrying out 
God’s will of coming to self-understanding sets the true standard of both 
individual morality and collective political life. Indeed a good deal of 
Coming to Understanding is devoted to explaining how institutions are to 
be governed, organized and directed in accord with God’s will. The 
upshot is the call for a new “Ultimate Institutional Person”, that is, a new 
way of organizing our collective contribution to God’s self-
understanding. 

Unlike almost all contemporary philosophical discussion of 
metaphysics and ethics, Coming to Understanding is a thoroughly God-
centered work. God is introduced as the source of being, as the one being 
on which all other beings are ontologically dependent. It transpires not 
only that that all other beings owe their existence to God, but they also 
have the natures that they have thanks to the imitating of God’s attributes 
by certain “metaphysical” particulars. These attributes, it is argued, are 
the true eide. That is, they are the pre-eminent particulars outside of time 
which confer natures on the genuine metaphysical particulars in time, 
and hence on the composites constructed out of these genuine 
metaphysical particulars. Just as in Plato, the eide are unchangeable, 
eternal and fundamental explanatory factors, available not to sense 
experience but only to the developed intellect, as it turns its attention to 
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the nature and reality of Divine things. As in Plato, the eide are perfectly 
and truly what they are, while the particulars that fall under the eide only 
imperfectly approximate them by way of patterns of imitation. Thus, 
what Plato called “sensible things” and what Coming to Understanding 
calls “non-eidetic particulars” are what they are because of a pattern of 
imitation of the eide, while the eide are what they are completely, and 
independently from anything else, excepting God, whose attributes they 
are. Herein lies the “God-centeredness” of the metaphysics of Coming to 
Understanding: God is the source, not only of the existence of things, but 
also of their natures.  

One surprising claim defended in Part I of Coming to 
Understanding is that these eide or attributes of God are particular not 
universal; indeed it is argued that nothing is a universal as traditionally 
conceived. Another surprising claim, which if true would be foundational 
for metaphysics, is that the articulation of the attributes of God and the 
relations among the attributes is precisely what would be delivered by 
the correct theory of the categories, which has been a sort of 
philosophical Holy Grail from Aristotle on to Edmund Husserl and 
Gilbert Ryle. It is God’s attributes which are the basic metaphysical 
joints of reality, not our most general concepts. Metaphysics is not the 
exploration of the ontological commitments of our conceptual scheme; it 
is the investigation of God’s nature and our relation to it. So metaphysics 
and theology are at root one.  

One key insight that drives the derivation of the sequence of 
attributes of God is what might be called “Generalized Hylomorphism”. 
The matter/form distinction is best understood as an account of the unity 
of any given particular, what makes the particular the very particular that 
it is and sets it off from the other particulars around it. Thus construed 
the matter/form distinction applies to all particulars. Since the eide are 
themselves particular and not universal, they are governed by matter and 
form, indeed by form in its three distinguishable varieties, namely 
structuring form, differentiating form and individuating form. (The 
reader is here referred to the discussion of Aristotle’s four causes or 
explanatory factors in Part 1 of Coming to Understanding).  

As well as form considered in its three aspects, analogs of 
matter, telos and efficient causation structure the categories into a spiral-
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shaped logical space. (That which Zimmerman refers to as “the wheel”.) 
For, properly conceived, these six causes are types of fundamental 
explanatory factors, and the analysis of the eide or (the categories) shows 
that they are the fundamental explanatory factors. So the eide must be 
typed and related by the six causes. This discovery in the theory of the 
eide or categories helps depict the nature of God, and the relations 
among God’s attributes. It also implies the central features of the God-
centered metaphysics of Coming to Understanding.  
 As already noted, God’s attributes, the eide themselves, are in 
turn dependent on God, and they emanate from God in a certain specific 
sequence of steps, with each later attribute being ontologically dependent 
on its predecessor. The determinate details of these patterns of 
ontological dependence are fixed by the patterns of ontological 
dependence among the six causes. So since form is ontologically 
dependent on matter, the primary emanation of the eide from God 
alternates between material and formal eide. Thus the first eidos, Being, 
is a material eidos and the next, The Godhead, is a formal eidos, with the 
next material and the next formal, and so on, ad infinitum.  
 The relation of ontological dependence, the relation which holds 
between two particulars when the second owes its existence to the first, 
imposes a strict ordering on the eide, so that no eidos can appear in two 
places either in the primary emanation of the eide or in the overall 
pattern of ontological dependence that unifies the eide. This immediately 
rules out all those theories of categories which rely on cross-
classification, such as the commonly accepted philosophical system in 
which there are particulars and universals subdividing both mental and 
physical items, so that we have as a basic categorical division of Being 
mental particulars and mental universals, along with physical particulars 
and physical universals. Any system of classification which in this way 
allows for Mentality, Physicality, Universality and Particularity as cross-
classifications is thereby exposed as not an adequate system of 
categories. For the same categories, namely Universality and 
Particularity, occur as subdivisions of both Mentality and Physicality. By 
reflecting on the constraints governing the emanation of the categories 
from God we can see that any such classification, however faithful it 
might be to our conceptual scheme, or to the theoretical framework of 
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some particular philosophy, is not truly in line with the categorical 
structure of reality. For each category/attribute/eidos has its own unique 
position in the sequential structure of ontological dependence.  

By a similar consideration, we can see that contrary to Hegel the 
categories are not organized as opposing pairs of contraries, where a 
category and its contrary are ontologically on a par. Indeed, once we 
understand the categories as attributes of God, we can see that there are 
no negative categories; that is, no categories that can be adequately 
specified simply by negating another category. For God’s attributes are 
positive features of God’s nature. 

These are just two of the many ways in which category theory 
looks very different when we: 

 
(i)  understand the categories as eide, 
(ii)  understand the eide as particular not universal, 
(iii)  understand the eide as attributes of God, 
(iv)  understand the eide as ontologically dependent on God, 
(v)  understand the eide as emanating from God  
(vi)  understand this emanation in terms of the six types of 

fundamental explanatory factors or “causes”.  
 
It is precisely the understanding of the eide as emanating from God in 
accord with the six types of explanatory factors or “causes” that provides 
the grounding for the theology of Coming to Understanding and 
generates its details.  

So, for example, the familiar idea of God as creator is captured 
in a distinctive way in the theology of Coming to Understanding. One 
explanatory factor that needs to be grasped in order to understand any 
particular thing is the pattern of efficient causation that surrounds it. The 
same is true for the eide, or attributes of God, for they too are particulars. 
They too stand in efficient causal relationships, and these are exhibited 
various patterns of the emanation of the eide from God (in the “the 
wheel” as Zimmerman calls it). Recall, for example, Diagram 3 from the 
text: 
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Diagram 3: The Three Greatest Emanations of Efficient Cause 
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 As what is labeled in the diagram as “The First Greatest 
Emanation of Efficient Cause” reveals, God is the efficient cause of The 
Block Universe (or God’s Body), which is the efficient cause of 
Cognitive Agents, which in turn is the efficient cause of Souls (or God’s 
Consciousness). This pattern of ontological dependence confirms that 
God is, as it were, the “creator” of the physical universe, that is, The 
Block Universe or four-dimensional manifold that encompasses 
everything that physics might study. Out of that four-dimensional 
manifold Cognitive Agents causally arise, and these are capable of 
generating Souls that make up the consciousness of God. God’s 
consciousness is thus dependent on the soul-making activity of Cognitive 
Agents. In this fashion, basic aspects of the efficient causal structure of 
reality are derived from the theory of the categories, otherwise known as 
the theory of the eide, otherwise known as the theory of God’s attributes.  

As well as efficient cause, another explanatory factor that needs 
to be grasped in order to understand a particular thing is its end or telos. 
Once again, the same is true for the eide, or attributes of God, since they 
too are particulars. They too stand in telic relationships and these are 
exhibited in the pattern of the emanation of the eide from God. When it 
comes to connecting the theory of the eide or God’s attributes with a 
theology that explains our proper relationship with God, there are two 
patterns that are profoundly relevant. Each is a telic trajectory in the 
sense of a sequence of eide such that the immediately succeeding eidos 
of a given eidos in the sequence is the telos of that eidos. By dwelling on 
these two sequences or trajectories we are able to discover an objective 
teleology built into God’s attributes, and hence into the metaphysical 
particulars that imitate them. From this objective teleology it is possible 
to derive the ethical principles that govern constructed particulars such as 
human selves, for these constructed particulars are ultimately made up of 
metaphysical particulars. These two supremely important trajectories are 
the Telic Trajectory of Being and the Telic Trajectory of The Eide 
(God’s Attributes), depicted in the following diagrams, taken from the 
main text. They are repeated here as reminders of the way in which the 
theory of the categories/eide/divine attributes can disclose an objective 
teleology built into the nature of things.  
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Diagram (5A): The Telic Trajectory of Being 
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Diagram (5B): The Telic Trajectory of The Eide (God’s Attributes) 
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 The Intelligibility of things exists for the sake of Coming to 
Understanding, which in its turn is directed at The Godhead or the form 
of God. This explains in part why things are intelligible, and hence why 
understanding is possible at all. Furthermore, Rationality itself, and 
hence its stirring in us, exists for the sake of Choosing, which is directed 
at The Goodness of Personhood, which in its turn is directed at The Eide 
(God’s Attributes). This entails that Choosing, and hence our choices as 
cognitive agents, are properly directed at realizing The Goodness of 
Personhood, which in its turn is directed at the basic metaphysical joints 
of reality, namely the categories/eide/divine attributes. In this way, the 
telic trajectories presented above offer a metaphysical basis for the 
orientation of thought and action, and hence provide a fundamental basis 
for ethics. We discover by reflection on the structure of God’s attributes 
that our fundamental task is to increase our understanding of the eide, the 
true paradigms of the natures of things, and to ascertain what constitutes 
right action. To know these things is to understand what serving God 
means, namely promoting God’s own self-understanding, which is 
disclosed as our ultimate end and reason for being. 

By paying close attention to the structure of the eide, which are 
the true paradigms of the natures of things, we come to understand non-
eidetic particulars as well. Within the totality of all particulars or “reality 
as a whole” we can usefully distinguish metaphysical particulars from 
constructed particulars. Metaphysical particulars correspond to the real 
joints of reality, rather than merely reflecting our conceptual scheme and 
its style of demarcating entities. So the metaphysical particulars include 
God, the eide or God’s attributes, and the genuine metaphysical parts of 
those eide. Coming to Understanding further argues that only certain 
material eide have parts. So the genuine metaphysical particulars include 
and are exhausted by God, the eide, and the parts of the material eide that 
have parts. Constructed particulars are none of these, but rather 
accidental unities whose parts are bundled together by our tendencies to 
see certain collections as if they were genuine wholes. For example, each 
one of us seems to be aware of a self—something that is the seat of our 
awareness, has emotions, and occupies a body. But there is no genuine 
metaphysical particular to which this entity corresponds. No eide or 
attribute of God corresponds to the Self, and so no eidos has individual 
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selves as its parts. Rather, whenever someone is aware of a self he or she 
is actually aware of two non-eidetic metaphysical particulars, a cognitive 
agent and a physical agent, that together misleadingly strike that person 
as a single entity. (Note that the eide Cognitive Agent and Physical 
Agent are both the material eide of formal eide, or Orders as described in 
2.4; this is why their parts are genuine metaphysical particulars.) A self is 
salient to a person only because of that person’s self-image, and apart 
from a self-image a self would not stand out as an ingredient of reality.  

Accordingly, the loss involved in death cannot consist simply in 
the destruction of the self, or of any other mere constructed whole made 
up of metaphysical particulars. It consists instead in the coming to an end 
of the distinctive activity associated with a cognitive agent and its 
corresponding physical agent. However, there is one other genuine 
metaphysical particular that may come into play on the completion of a 
person’s life, depending on whether that person has been “on balance 
good”; that is, on balance a pious servant of God’s will. When a good 
person’s life is completed, that life may correlate with a soul—which can 
then be seen as the person’s sacrificial gift to God. That soul, and it alone 
among the aspects of a person, will reside eternally as part of God’s 
Consciousness. The knowledge of metaphysical reality contained in that 
soul will thereby contribute to God’s own understanding.  

Since that knowledge concerns the metaphysical structure of 
reality, it will in its turn be knowledge of God’s own nature, so that the 
knowledge of metaphysical reality contained in that soul will thereby 
contribute to God’s self-understanding. This is the way in which God 
comes to understanding and self-understanding, through the “soul-
making” activity of finite cognitive agents. 

It follows that even though after death there is no resurrection of 
the physical agent or human body and no mysterious regeneration of the 
cognitive agent, there is nonetheless some part of the good person that is 
eternal, and that transcends the person’s death. This is not only true for 
those good persons that are human beings; it holds equally for those good 
persons that are institutions. In order to be a person, an institution has to 
have a sufficiently integrated physical and cognitive agency so that it 
satisfies the definition of a person; i.e., so that it is aware, has a will, and 
can deploy these capacities to be able to serve God’s will. If the 
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institution actually serves God’s will so that it comes to be on balance 
good, it will generate a soul which becomes part of God’s consciousness, 
conferring on God all the metaphysical knowledge that the institution 
acquired during its lifetime. This accounts for the great importance of 
institutional persons in the process of coming to understanding. Because 
of the complexity of their structure, and their extended lifetimes, they 
can contribute so much more to God’s self-understanding than can 
individual human beings. Hence the importance of a true replacement for 
the church, the temple and the mosque; that is, an institution genuinely 
built around the process of God’s coming to self-understanding.  

The obverse side of God’s coming to self-understanding, through 
the pious activities of human persons and the institutions they make up, 
is God’s self-revelation to those human and institutional persons. As 
persons, and in our various institutional roles, we are obliged by the 
objective telos built into reality—the directedness of the eidos Coming to 
Understanding toward the eidos that is The Godhead—to be the agents of 
God’s self-revelation. On the other hand, when things are viewed from 
the perspective of God’s Consciousness, the objective telos built into 
reality obliges us to be the agents of God’s self-understanding. We 
behave rightly—or, equivalently, piously—when and only when we 
(directly or indirectly) promote God’s self-revelation, and therefore 
God’s self-understanding. 

Given this, we are now in a position to appreciate the earlier 
crucial contrast between our ontological dependence on God and God’s 
practical dependence on us. Although we are entirely ontologically 
dependent on God, God is practically dependent on us when it comes to 
bringing about God’s self-revelation and self-understanding. God’s self-
revelation occurs only by way of our individually and collectively 
becoming knowledgeable about God. This, of course, is deeply at odds 
with the fundamental outlook of the Abrahamic religions, which each 
describe themselves as beginning with God’s private and particular 
revelations, where the initiative comes wholly from a God “in search of 
man”. In these purported revelations, God is supposed to have intervened 
as a particular efficient cause among other efficient causes, and spoken to 
Abraham, incarnated himself in Jesus, or communicated with 
Mohammed through an angel. On such a conception, God’s self-
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knowledge is already complete, before the pious actions of individual 
human beings and the institutions they constitute. Human life is thus 
pictured as a mere testing ground to see which individuals can live up to 
this God’s rather arbitrary stipulations, stipulations which bear a striking 
similarity to the mores of the ancient Near-East.  

Other problematic features of the Abrahamic religions have 
congealed around these ontological confusions over the status of God 
and the nature of God’s self-revelation. Each of the three major 
Abrahamic religions has naturally claimed a special privilege for its own 
revelation, the revelation which supports the details of its own 
dogmatically propagated creed. This has the consequence that these 
creeds cannot be recognized by their followers as fallible attempts at 
understanding God’s Will, attempts that are flawed, like all human 
efforts, and are therefore open to improvement as our collective 
understanding deepens. Instead, each of the Abrahamic religions 
represents its own scriptures and creeds as the fixed expression of 
revealed eternal truth, even when it is obvious that the creed is 
intrinsically woven in with, and distorted by, elements of ancient Near-
Eastern magic and cosmology. By valorizing these embedded elements 
as fixed parts of God’s revelation, or worse, by making them the objects 
of irrational faith, the Abrahamic faiths are in effect schools for 
irrationality. Moreover, within the Abrahamic faiths, historically 
contingent institutional roles have been invested with near-to-absolute 
authority, and the occupants of these roles are given the kind of 
unquestionable authority that is deeply corrupting. The resultant pseudo-
infallibilist creedal dogmatism of the Abrahamic religions naturally 
attracts certain kinds of authoritarian personalities to the prized 
institutional roles in these religions, thereby invariably ossifying both the 
institutional structures of the religion and its forms of worship.  

It is precisely this defensive pseudo-infallibilism, with its bias 
toward authoritarian and inflexible personalities, that makes these 
religious institutions liable to be overtaken by bigotry and defensive 
violence. Hence the characteristic association of the Abrahamic religions 
with sectarian violence—crusades, inquisitions, pogroms, jihad, and the 
like. For these reasons, Coming to Understanding goes so far as to claim 
that the Abrahamic religions have, as institutions, lost their capacity to 
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truly love, that is, serve God’s own coming to self-understanding. As a 
result they have ceased to be institutional persons. The Abrahamic 
religions are no longer God-centered; rather they now are centered on 
defending their own historically outmoded understandings of God.   

What then of the meta-institution of Science, guided as it is by 
Fallibilism and a corresponding sense of its continual need to refine and 
deepen its understanding of its subject matter? Is Science as such an 
institutional person? Does it have the capacity to serve God’s will to self-
understanding? Coming to Understanding argues that the Institution of 
Science never actually became a person. The reason is that almost from 
the very beginning of the scientific revolution of the 17th Century, 
Science defined itself in part by spurning a certain notion that is crucial 
to the understanding of God—namely the notion of final ends or 
teleological causes. The Institution of Science made it a centerpiece of its 
methodology that only explanations in terms of efficient causation are to 
be admitted. The problem is not with the exclusive focus on this 
perfectly legitimate style of explanation; the problem lies with the 
prideful ideology that there is in fact nothing more to knowledge than 
knowledge of efficient causation. In embracing this ideology, the 
Institution of Science has been collectively taken in by an illegitimate 
inference from Methodological Naturalism, the perfectly valid 
methodological outlook, which can be summarized this way, 

 
Methodological Naturalism: Scientists should always 
and everywhere seek to find efficient causal explanations 
of phenomena in terms of natural entities and their 
properties to the ideology of Scientism, which can be 
characterized thus:  
 
Scientism: All that there is in the world are the items 
and properties that would be described in a complete 
fundamental science, plus those items and properties that 
can be reduced to the items and properties that would be 
described in such a science. All that can pass as 
knowledge are explanations given in terms of the most 
fundamental natural entities (presumably those of 
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microphysics), together with the natural laws that 
determine their behavior. 
 
In claiming that the network of natural causes and effects—along 

with the natural laws that describe them—constitute all of existence, 
Scientism denies much of reality, most notably God and his purposes. 
This is why the Institution of Science, dominated as it is by Scientism, 
fails to be a person. It systematically influences other persons not to 
pursue whole classes of metaphysical truths; it thereby occludes God’s 
true will from those persons, and is to that extent vicious in its effects. 

A similar cause of the failure of personhood is found in the 
institutions of secular humanism such as The Ethical Culture Society, 
which place a humanistic ethic in the central place in human life. 
However well meaning these approaches may be, they actually deny the 
defining role of God’s will in determining what is right and wrong. They 
look to conventional human understandings of good and evil to replace a 
God-centered conception of the ethical life as service to God. As will 
emerge in the response to Dean Zimmerman, the proper foundation for 
ethics is essentially teleological, that is, it must recognize the truth in 

 
Practical Teleology: An action is right to the extent that it 
promotes the greatest good. 
 

Contrary to Utilitarianism however, the greatest good is neither human 
happiness nor human flourishing, but God’s coming to self-
understanding. To the extent that a humanist ethical society or indeed a 
“church” like Unitarianism neglects God’s central place in determining 
what is right and wrong, it opens the door to an excessive focus on 
human happiness or human flourishing as the determiners of the ethical 
life. It will also inevitably be led to another formative ethical principle, 
namely  

 
Universalism: The greatest good is to be measured by the good 
conferred on all persons, with each counting equally. 
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Despite its obvious centrality in many systems of contemporary ethics 
this is actually a principle which in effect idolatrously raises the interests 
of individual human beings to the level of God’s coming to self-
understanding. Such are the often unnoticed consequences of abandoning 
a God-centered conception of ethics. In this way, even well meaning 
“ethically based” institutions fail to help their members to serve God. 
The institutions fail to be persons, and as a result their devoted members 
are likely to fail to be Persons, that is, they will fail to actively promote 
God’s will to self-understanding.  
 These remarks about the unnoticed danger in Universalism have 
a certain affinity with the distinctive role of love in the ethical system of 
Coming to Understanding. A person is defined, in part, by his, her or its 
capacity to love. Love, in its turn, is defined as being able to exercise 
one’s referential and volitional capacities in accord with God’s will. At 
first sight, this may strike the reader as an odd definition of “love”. For it 
corresponds neither to eros nor to philia nor to agape. Love, as it is 
defined in Coming to Understanding, is not an emotion but a committed 
orientation towards the service of God’s will. As such, it is distinct from 
both philia (friendship) and eros (sexual desire); for these essentially 
involve particular emotions.  

Not only are philia and eros set aside as forms of love, but agape 
or radical altruism is also examined and found to be a defective ideal of 
love. Agape is supposed to be completely selfless and utterly giving in 
nature. It is the love “that asks no questions” and that “turns the other 
cheek”; when one is filled with this love, one gives everything without 
any thought of return. However, from the Divinely oriented 
consequentialist or teleological point of view that is central to Coming to 
Understanding, such behavior will often count as vicious; for this kind of 
radical altruism does not enhance the capacities of members of 
institutions to cooperate maximally well with one another in the task of 
promoting God’s coming to self-understanding. Instead, it simply tempts 
others to exploit the radical altruist; indeed if a community contains too 
many altruists that community will inevitably invite and unwittingly 
promote exploitation. A community that is instead composed of 
individuals who are only “reciprocal altruists”—who are willing to 
cooperate with others only when those others are willing to cooperate in 
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return— is likely to be far more successful precisely because it resists 
exploitation by selfish predators. Christian charity or agape is thus truly 
“otherworldly”; it ignores the realities of human agency, and so cannot 
be endorsed under conditions of increasing understanding. The same is 
true with many of the more sentimental aspects of conventional morality, 
in particular the emphasis on advancing the flourishing of all human 
beings equally and independently of their particular capacity to love in 
return. 
  Moreover, something else is missing from such attempts to 
place conventional morality and the flourishing of individual human 
beings at the heart of ethical life. Conventional morality has no 
developed ethical standards for institutions; for there is no good 
conception of institutional weal and woe available to conventional ways 
of thinking. This is because institutions are not thought of—or judged in 
terms of—their contribution to their proper telos or final end, namely 
God’s coming to self-understanding. 

Given that the final end of all persons is God’s coming to self-
understanding, the neglect of the final end of institutions by conventional 
morality is a dire failing on its part. As already noted, no single 
individual human being can come to be aware of the large number of 
metaphysical realities and the complex explanatory relations among 
them. Hence no single individual, on their own and in isolation from an 
appropriate institution of co-operative persons, can make a very 
significant contribution to God’s self-understanding. This has to be a 
collective achievement, and if it takes place it will be in the context of an 
overarching institution that not only exhibits physical agency and 
cognitive agency, that not only is capable of promoting God’s will to 
self-understanding, but that actually promotes that self-understanding.  

The ideal version of such an institution, truly dedicated to 
carrying out God’s will, would be an Ultimate Institutional Person. It 
would be aware of the maximum possible number of metaphysical 
verities, and their deepest interconnections, so that the perfection of its 
collective knowledge will be the perfection of God’s self-understanding. 
There is therefore an ultimate practical imperative, wholly neglected by 
conventional morality, namely that we should attempt to bring about 
such an Ultimate Institutional Person—an institutional person that is 
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flexible in its ideology, that encompasses all knowledge (scientific and 
metaphysical), and that remains always open to developing and 
deepening its collective understanding.  

At the present stage of human development, the only non-
institutional persons we know of are human beings. We may or may not 
be alone in The Block Universe, but in our state of ignorance about this, 
the ultimate imperative for humankind is the attempt to bring about and 
contribute to an Ultimate Institutional Person made up of humankind. 
Whether or not we are alone in The Block Universe, this goal is still 
supremely important to God. It is only those human beings who are 
serving God’s Will—both as individuals and in the institutions to which 
they belong—who genuinely contribute to progress towards an Ultimate 
Institutional Person. This is the end that gives our short-lived and local 
strivings a significance that extends beyond our small time and place in 
The Block Universe.  
 Indeed, even those human beings that are mere selves and not 
persons (let alone Persons, or active realizers of God’s will) can make 
positive contributions through such an Ultimate Institutional Person. 
They can thereby be genuinely useful, like mercenaries on the right side 
in a just war.  

A human being will fail to be a person if it fails to develop the 
capacity to conform its referential and volitional/purposeful capacities to 
God’s Will. However depending on the internal structure of a given 
institution it is possible for human beings that are not persons to 
contribute positively to the overall functioning of that institution. Even 
so, a human being may fail to be on balance good, because he or she 
remains totally self-involved outside of the functioning of that institution. 
However, especially in the case of transparent institutions it is unlikely 
that an institution can succeed in being a person, let alone a Person, 
without at least some, indeed many, of its members being Persons as 
well. So in order for the ultimate imperative for humankind to be 
achieved, in order for the Ultimate Institutional Person of Humanity to 
develop, individual human persons must deepen their commitment to 
serving God.  

When it comes to evaluating an institution’s suitability to serving 
God’s will there are two different types of institutional transparency that 
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are relevant. An institution is internally transparent to the degree to 
which the awareness of selves and persons within the institution and the 
awareness of the institution itself are both available to be mutually 
shared. An institution may be said to be externally transparent to the 
degree to which the awareness of that institution is available to be shared 
with selves or persons who do not belong to that institution. When an 
institution reaches the level of a self and also has a high degree of 
internal transparency then the knowledge of the individual members—be 
they selves or persons—is also shared by the institution as well. If the 
institution itself has reached the level of a Person; that is, if it on balance 
promotes God’s will, then God too will thereby come to know what the 
selves and persons who belong to that institution know. For this reason it 
is natural to suppose that the Ultimate Institutional Person will and 
should be an internally transparent institution.  
 The degree of external transparency of an institution also has 
important effects on the range and scope of God’s consciousness. 
Consider, for example what is presently the major knowledge-gathering 
institution, what we have called the Institution of Science, and the sub-
institutions, such as research institutes, independent labs and universities, 
which make it up. By and large these institutions exhibit a high degree of 
external transparency. Despite misplaced entrepreneurial forces within 
modern universities working to the contrary, much of their knowledge is 
not proprietary knowledge; it is there for anyone who is willing to put in 
the work to master it. Thanks to this important—though threatened—
ideal of external transparency, it is possible through the consciousness of 
individual Persons within the Institution of Science and without, for God 
to be conscious of the relevant fundamental knowledge possessed by the 
Institution of Science. This remains so, despite the distortion of the 
Institution of Science by its commitment to Scientism. In this way, the 
important work of the Institution of Science is “saved” by the external 
transparency of that institution. So the significance of the Institution of 
Science goes beyond that of being the mother of the technological 
revolution; its genuine fundamental knowledge of reality can become 
part of God’s consciousness.  
 Coming to Understanding defines piety as serving God’s will, 
and hence as contributing to God’s coming to self-understanding. In 
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aiming to be pious, we naturally fall into the error of individualism, that 
is, we think that making ourselves good persons is a private matter, 
something we can achieve by affecting others personally, mostly in one-
on-one relationships, and in very small groups such as families. We 
suppose that as long as we treat others and their projects with respect, 
and avoid harming anyone else in the course of pursuing our own 
projects, we ourselves will be essentially blameless or good. This, 
however, represents a profound underestimation of the demands of piety. 
A pious life can only be fully pursued in the context of appropriate 
institutions, institutions that contribute directly or indirectly to the 
process of coming to understanding. For no individual human person can 
become aware of enough by him or herself, to be of real service to God. 
The process of coming to understanding is intrinsically a collective 
activity, and piety must be measured in terms of collective activity as 
well as individual deeds. Thus in order to be pious we must directly or 
indirectly contribute to the awareness of appropriate institutions; for only 
institutions are capable of the systematic understanding of the 
metaphysical realities of which we are gradually becoming aware.  

Indeed, it is a given individual’s contribution to appropriate 
institutions that will typically matter most in the determination of that 
individual’s degree of piety. Moreover, given the interconnectedness of 
institutions, it will often be the case that an institution’s contribution to 
other institutions will typically matter most in the determination of its 
degree of piety  
 Thus a natural (if idealized) hierarchical picture emerges; a 
picture of individuals at the bottom, and ever more inclusive institutional 
entities above them, culminating in whatever institution has the most 
complete and comprehensive understanding of God and God’s 
Attributes. This highest-order institution is what Coming to 
Understanding characterizes as the Ultimate Institutional Person. (On the 
assumption that we are alone in The Block Universe, this institution will 
be the Ultimate Institutional Person of Humankind.)  

Despite its understanding of God and of what it is to serve God, 
and its anticipated replacement of churches with the hoped for Ultimate 
Institutional Person, Coming to Understanding maintains three central 
lines of connection with the old theology: God is a person, the standard 



329  

of right or “pious” action is action in accordance with God’s will, and 
God alone is the proper object of worship. However, these propositions 
are derived from fundamental metaphysics by the method of eduction, 
and not from the revelations peculiar to the Abrahamic faiths.  

The principle of Fallibilism articulated earlier, tells us that the 
viability of this whole approach is open to challenge; and whereas 
Zimmerman endorses the systematic exploration of fundamental 
metaphysics, Graham is more skeptical of the whole approach. While 
Graham raises questions about the status of the metaphysical project as a 
whole, Zimmerman’s points are more internal to that project. 
Zimmerman is especially worried about the rejection of universals, and 
his discussion invites a more detailed treatment of universals than was 
given in the text of Coming to Understanding. First, however, I will 
address Gordon Graham’s more global concerns about the text.  
 
 
Gordon Graham’s Concerns 
 
In his probing discussion of Coming to Understanding, Gordon Graham 
aims “not so much to examine detailed aspects of individual arguments, 
but to offer some broader comments on the central concepts and topics 
with which it is concerned.” Graham’s overarching sense is that many of 
the central concepts of Coming to Understanding have been ripped out of 
their everyday contexts and are being made to bear intolerable weight in 
the overall system that the work presents. In defending the idea that our 
concepts are rooted in our everyday practices, and so become lifeless or 
empty when applied beyond those practices, Graham takes Wittgenstein, 
Kant and Hume—as he interprets them—to be his close allies.  
 Not only are Graham’s interpretations of these thinkers less than 
fully compulsory, but his whole emphasis on our everyday concepts and 
their homely origins can promote a quite bad methodology when it 
comes to fundamental metaphysics and theology. It is one thing to 
explicate the conceptual structure inherent in the anthropocentric point of 
view, but it is simply idolatrous to suppose that these concepts will be 
adequate to the task of characterizing God, God’s will, and the structure 
of fundamental reality. As emphasized in Coming to Understanding, we 
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need conceptual innovation to do this; we need to stretch and expand the 
meanings of our terms and then embed them in a new and highly 
constrained interpretive framework in order to begin to say something 
adequate about the nature of God.  
 
 
Agency 
 
Graham draws on the authority of Wittgenstein to emphasize that  

 
we are first and foremost doers not seers or hearers. . . it is 
essential to grasp that from our infancy we act within the world 
and not merely on the world. Speech, which is so fundamental a 
feature of human life, is a manifestation of this activity, not 
simply a verbal record of the world as apprehended in mental 
awareness. Furthermore, for human (and other animal) agents the 
world has teleological content, i.e. it presents itself as relevant to 
our needs, already filled with resources—food and shelter—
dangers and opportunities. 

 
Although it is unclear why an agent-centered rather than a spectator-
centered outlook is at odds with the views set out in Coming to 
Understanding, Graham goes on to draw the following conclusion:  

 
If against this background, human beings are indeed properly 
described as “physical agents”, then the inclusion of hurricanes 
in the same category raises a question about the meaningfulness 
of the classification. 

 
Obviously, Graham cannot really and clearheadedly be doubting the 
meaningfulness of the classification “physical agent” for he has just 
relied on its intended meaning in order to forge the loose connection he 
makes with the thought of Wittgenstein. Presumably, his real objection is 
that the classification lets too much in, including things that are very 
different, such as human beings and hurricanes. But the fact that a 
conceptual system classifies different things together is only an objection 
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if that conceptual system also lacks the means to distinguish them, and 
here it seems surprising that Graham does not note that human beings 
unlike hurricanes are also—many of them—sites of selves, persons and 
souls, as Coming to Understanding emphasizes. Once those further 
important distinctions are taken into account there is no conflict between 
the views of Coming to Understanding, and the action-centered 
perspective that Graham finds in Wittgenstein.  
 Recall the various distinctions in this domain introduced in the 
text, distinctions which Graham simply elides in his complaints about the 
concept of a physical agent. First, a person was defined as a particular 
with three structured sets of capacities: 
 

(i)  referential capacities (being aware, or being conscious), 
(ii)  volitional/purposeful capacities (having a will, and/or 

making choices in accord with goals or purposes), 
(iii)  the capacity to love (being able to exercise the first two sets 

of capacities in accord with God’s Will). 
 
Next, it was observed that associated with persons are selves. Human 
selves are constructed entities composed of a particular kind of physical 
agent, namely the human body and a cognitive agent who is the bearer of 
awareness and freedom. Finally, regarding persons and Persons, it was 
noted that a self can succeed in being a person, because it possesses the 
third structured set of capacities, it becomes a Person only if it 
adequately exercises its capacity to love. It thereby brings about a soul, 
where this involves making a contribution to God’s consciousness, which 
in turn means contributing to God’s coming to understanding, in effect to 
God’s self-understanding, thereby actualizing God’s will. 
 Whatever one makes of this theory, one cannot reasonably say 
that it neglects what is special about human agency just in virtue of 
treating the human physical agent as ontologically the same sort of thing 
as a hurricane. This is a worry that could arise only on a very cursory 
reading of the text of Coming to Understanding. 
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Is There Theoretical Knowledge of God? 
  
In trying to clip the feathers of theoretical speculation about God, 
freedom and the soul, Graham invokes Kant, writing that neither physics 
nor metaphysics can ground knowledge of God, but only pure practical 
reason—that is, a priori reflection on our ethical situation, and its 
presuppositions. Graham continues 

 
If this is true, then knowledge of God obtained in this way is not 
properly described as ‘such as it is’. It is complete, and to think 
otherwise is to continue to believe possible that which Kant 
thinks he has shown to be impossible—theoretical knowledge of 
God. 

 
There is, of course, room to doubt that even from Kant’s point of view 
our practical knowledge of God provides complete knowledge of God. 
Throughout Kant’s Religion Within the Limits of Reason Alone, and his 
anthropological writings more generally, Kant emphasizes the limited—
and hence incomplete— character of our knowledge of God. That said, 
the real issue is the possibility of theoretical knowledge of God, and in 
particular the status of the intellect when it is directed at Divine things. 
One thing we do know is that Kant’s attempt to foreclose this issue by an 
appeal to his theoretical philosophy, namely his own empirically 
uninformed efforts at what we would now call the theory of perception 
and cognitive science, are not to be taken as definitive. Kant’s “a 
priorism”—his attempt to use pure reason alone to set the limits of pure 
reason—is deeply misguided. The question of the status of the intellect 
when it is directed at Divine things is an a posteriori matter. The method 
in fundamental theology and metaphysics is not pure reason’s 
deductions, but rather eduction, the same method employed in the natural 
sciences, albeit directed at a different, more abstract, subject matter.  

Recall that eduction involves four aspects: First, inference to the 
best explanation of the data at hand; second, the attempt to derive further 
consequences by deduction from our explanatory hypothesis; third, 
additional inductive testing or verification against the data; and fourth 
conceptual innovation in order to elaborate and unify our explanatory 
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hypotheses. (Zimmerman focuses on the first aspect of eduction, and 
wonders in passing why we need a new name for inference to the best 
explanation; but the whole point of the term “eduction” was to 
emphasize how these four aspects are related.) So conceived, eduction is 
therefore an open-ended process of hypothesizing and testing that is as 
much the proper method of metaphysics as it is the proper method of 
empirical science. As against the ambitions of Hegel, it is not a process 
that will produce the finality and certainty of logic or mathematics. There 
will always be room for further improvement and refinement.  
 What reasons are there for thinking that eduction will be utterly 
impotent in the realm of metaphysics while being deeply fruitful in 
science? There is the undeniable fact that what is called “metaphysics” is 
at a greater theoretical distance from actual empirical observation than 
what is called “science”. This, however, does not alter the method of 
metaphysics, but only complicates the chain of eductions that lead to the 
proposed metaphysical explanations, so that for long periods of time 
there will be more room for disagreement and less convergence of 
informed opinion than we happen to find in contemporary geology or 
chemistry. The method remains the same in metaphysics as in science; it 
is just the distance from observed data that creates the illusion that 
metaphysics proceeds by deduction alone.  
 Here, I am obviously inclined to agree with Dean Zimmerman 
when he writes that 
 

a person is engaged in eduction if she is pursuing reflective 
equilibrium and accepts inference to the best explanation as a 
valid form of reasoning, in addition to deduction and induction. 
Critics of metaphysics may claim that it does not constitute a 
field of knowledge or even a field of reasonable belief—they 
may, like the positivists, think there are no real questions being 
addressed by metaphysics; or that, in the absence of methods of 
inquiry that lead to convergence, there is no point in attempting 
to do metaphysics. But practitioners of metaphysics should find 
little, if anything, to disagree with in Ammonius’s advocacy of 
eduction. 
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It is an odd idea that eduction should work well in science but not in 
metaphysics. In making the connection between experiment and theory, 
science depends on a variety of metaphysical assumptions, such as the 
regularity of nature and the universality of natural law. From a certain 
point of view, our deepest scientific theories and their metaphysical 
presuppositions face the tribunal of experience and experiment together. 
This at least is the clear consequence of the holism of theory and 
observation argued for by Willard van Orman Quine—and before him by 
Pierre Duhem.  
 
 
Does Philosophy Actually Make Progress? 
 
Later it emerges that Graham will be satisfied with none of this, for he 
turns out to be a thoroughgoing skeptic about progress in philosophy. He 
rejects the “common conception of philosophical inquiry” that “thinks in 
terms of advancing the subject, and solving problems that have hitherto 
evaded solution.” Philosophy makes no progress; it produces no results.  

The decisive argument against this kind of Wittgensteinian 
defeatism will be recognized by anyone with the faintest familiarity with 
20th century philosophy, for the argument essentially takes the form of 
solvitur ambulando, in effect a walkthrough of some of the striking 
results of the era.  

Just to begin on the stroll: Is “On Denoting” (Bertrand Russell) 
devoid of any results? Does Principia Mathematica (Bertrand Russell 
and Alfred North Whitehead) contain no philosophical results? Are we to 
suppose that the refutation of David Hilbert’s program in the philosophy 
of mathematics by way of Kurt Godel’s incompleteness theorem is not a 
result? (Recall that Wittgenstein embarrassed himself in front of Turing 
by making confused claims precisely about this.) Pierre Duhem’s 
account of the holism of epistemic justification—oh yes, another non-
result! Quine’s demonstration that the analytic/synthetic distinction is a 
useless one is, of course, not a result? The clarification of the distinction 
between the metaphysical and the epistemological modalities (Jakko 
Hintikka, Ruth Barcan Marcus, Saul Kripke) is not a result? Alonso 
Church’s thesis (as opposed to the purely logical content of Church’s 
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theorem), though foundational to computer science, is a non-result? Karl 
Popper’s clarification of the nature of scientific method, Noam 
Chomsky’s demolition of the empiricist theory of language learning, H. 
P. Grice’s clarification of the distinction between semantic entailment 
and conversational implicature, Hilary Putnam’s proof that meaning does 
not supervene on states of the brain, Saul Kripke’s discovery of 
necessary truths known only a posteriori and of how to treat names as 
rigid designators; no doubt we are to be told that these are all non-results. 
The demonstration by Edmund Gettier to the effect that knowledge is not 
true, justified belief was not progress, even though that view was widely 
held since Plato’s Thaetetus? One could continue in this vein for quite 
some time, but let’s leave it at that. 

Notice that when it comes to the question of progress in 
philosophy it is not an objection to observe that some of these results are 
negative, such as Gettier’s. Science also progresses by ruling theories 
out; as Karl Popper famously put it, in science we do not approach the 
truth directly, so much as stumble away from falsehood by means of the 
method of hypothesis and refutation (two moments in the overarching 
method of eduction). The same pattern is to be found in philosophy.  

Graham, who is fully aware of 20th century philosophy, is 
wrongly moved by certain familiar arguments for skepticism about 
philosophical progress. Yet he seems unaware of the equally familiar 
rejoinders to the effect that the starting points of these arguments are 
actually illusions produced by the artificially contrastive ways in which 
“philosophy” and “science” are now used. “Science” is an honorific for 
what has proved intellectually tractable and so now appears to admit of 
stable convergence in the light of increasing experience; “philosophy” 
denotes the residuum, what has not yet been established by the 
confluence of eductions from various sources. Much of what was once 
counted the province of philosophy is now science, and where 
philosophy and philosophers have made progress—logic, mathematics, 
linguistics, psychology, decision theory, the theory of computation, 
economics, and the more abstract reaches of cosmology—the result is 
designated with the honorific “science”. In this way philosophy’s 
achievements are quietly plagiarized by science, so that we are then told 
that obviously philosophy has made no progress.  
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 There is, of course, a further temptation to think that there is 
something inherently defective about the status of the philosophical 
residuum, at least as it stands now, and so lament the possibility of any 
further progress on the “big questions” of God, freedom and the afterlife. 
This attitude survives only as long as we do not take the trouble to look 
at what is happening in contemporary metaphysics. Over the last thirty 
years there has been a profound intellectual deepening of the sense of 
what it would take to make a further advance on these “big” questions. It 
is perverse to deny this the name of knowledge, even though it is not 
first-order knowledge of the breakthroughs themselves.  

As Willard van Orman Quine pointed out, our theories come to 
the tribunal of experience embedded in whole worldviews, the 
“philosophical” elements of these world views are inextricably bound up 
with the “scientific” elements. There is simply intellectual inquiry, and it 
advances as a whole without a principled and fixed line between what is 
a priori and obscure and a posteriori and tractable.  
 Nevertheless, Graham is quite right that what is called 
“philosophy” has a different relation to its history than what is called 
science. He notes: 
 

It is not just intellectual historians, but contemporary 
metaphysicians who read Plato, Hume and Kant. Contemporary 
moral philosophers continue to read Aristotle and Mill, and 
contemporary political philosophers read Hobbes, Locke and 
Rousseau. How can this be? If there are ‘advances’ and 
‘solutions’ such authors, like Boyle [in the context of 
Chemistry], should be of antiquarian interest only. 

 
Before we make too much of this contrast, it is worth checking just how 
contemporary philosophers think about the history of their subject. Three 
points are noteworthy. First, many are taken with something like David 
Lewis’s metaphor of the history of philosophy as a big barn full of spare 
parts worth a perusal just in case you see something that might help in 
building your own philosophical system. Here it is the systematic 
ambitions of philosophy, and of particular philosophers, that makes its 
own history of more than antiquarian interest. Second, philosophy as a 
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style of writing encourages its practitioners to locate their thought against 
a historical background for comparison and contrast, and the broader the 
system being developed, the wider the historical sweep. (This, for 
example, was the reason for the historical overview of the theory of 
categories in the opening part of Coming to Understanding.) Third, 
contemporary philosophers rightly insist that the history of philosophy be 
taught in philosophy departments by philosophers, and not by mere 
historians in history departments, historians whose absence of 
philosophical training would make them insensitive to the actual texture 
of the texts and the ideas. As a result philosophers themselves have to 
teach the history of their subject, and so they learn more about it than 
their colleagues in the sciences learn about the history of their subject.  

Taken together, these three points almost completely explain the 
different attitudes of science and philosophy to their own histories. (And 
of course, one of the great sources of Scientism among scientists is 
ignorance of the history of science.) Graham’s more radical thesis, that 
there is no progress in philosophy, goes far beyond what is necessary to 
account for the different attitudes among philosophers and scientists to 
the history of their respective. 
 In further attempting to deflate the use of the pure intellect in 
metaphysics and theology, Graham invokes the authority of Aristotle, 
writing  
 

[I]n the Nicomachean Ethics Aristotle gives an indication of how 
phronesis (practical wisdom) must undergird sophia and theoria 
(scientific and metaphysical theorizing). Viewed in this way, the 
deliverances of practical philosophy are further elevated within 
Reason. They are not a poor substitute for metaphysics—as CTU 
hints—but a necessary pre-condition of metaphysical thought. 

 
Coming to Understanding does not in fact hint that practical wisdom, or 
more exactly intellectual virtue, is anything less than a necessary 
condition for knowledge of fundamental reality. As the text makes clear, 
eduction requires intellectual virtue—and so practical wisdom—in each 
of its various steps. More than this, it is emphasized that proper theory 
choice in the face of evidence is often partly an aesthetic matter, so that a 
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certain emotional sensitivity—a susceptibility to aesthetic delight—is 
required to see things rightly. So although Graham objects that emotion 
is deliberately left out of the definition of a person, proper emotion may 
well be crucial to the project of coming to understanding. Just because 
one element is downplayed at one point does not mean that it will not 
enter in when it comes to the full explication of another central notion, 
such as eduction. Aesthetic emotion may lie in the essence of the proper 
functioning of the eductive method, without thereby lying in the essence 
of a person. Perhaps it is in part a failure to appreciate this that leads 
Graham to balk at the crucial extension of the notion of personhood to 
social institutions, which are devoid of emotions as such.  
 
 
Are Institutions Persons? 
 
Graham has a quite sophisticated argument against the idea that social 
institutions can literally be persons. He states it thus:  
 

A seminary that becomes a college, let us say, or more 
dramatically, a school that over time becomes a hospital, may 
retain possession of its property, its contractual obligations, even 
its personnel, and thereby at no point lose its legal status and 
identity. Its final cause has changed, though, and thereby it has 
changed into a different institution; it is no longer a school. This 
suggests an important difference with human persons. The final 
purpose of a human being (the activity of reason in accordance 
with excellence, if we follow Aristotle, or the ability to know 
God and enjoy him forever, if we follow the Shorter Catechism, 
or some other conception) does not change with even the most 
radical alteration in mode of life. The successful businessman 
who becomes a Trappist monk, or the hermit who becomes a 
socialite, remains the same person throughout. This is what 
entitles us to think of him/her as a metaphysical (or otherwise 
enduring) entity. The hospital that becomes a school (an actual 
example) retains its legal status, but is a different institution. 
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On the face of it this is no more than the observation that human persons 
and institutional persons are capable of surviving different kinds of 
changes. That should be taken as read, for it is part of what makes them 
different kinds of persons. However, Graham seems to be presupposing 
that when an institution is described as a person this can only be intended 
to capture the idea that an institution is a “legal person”, that is, an entity 
invested with certain rights and responsibilities by written law. Given 
this presupposition, his remark about a hospital maintaining its legal 
status as the same legal person, even though as a school it is now another 
institution, makes good sense. Then he may be taken as arguing that in 
the case of a hospital becoming a school we have two successive 
institutions but one enduring “legal person”; therefore such institutions 
are not essentially persons. The argument is clearly interesting, but is the 
crucial premise true?  
 Clearly the presupposition that the personhood of institutions is a 
purely legal status simply begs the question against the view being 
argued against; namely that some institutions are “natural” persons, 
which the law may or may not recognize. Even so, even if we grant what 
appears to be Graham’s assumption, the suggested argument misses one 
obvious option: there are in fact three institutions (and potentially three 
institutional persons) figuring in Graham’s example, the hospital that 
came to an end, the school that started up in its place, and the 
institutional superstructure that persisted throughout. Each of these 
institutions would then be (potentially) natural persons, and of none of 
them would it be true that their final end (as opposed to their stated legal 
purpose) changed. Their final end or telos remains the same as the final 
end of persons quite generally, namely the promotion of God’s self-
understanding.  
 Graham later opines that anything as complex and multifarious 
as Science does not qualify as an institution. He thereby denies that there 
is such a thing as the Institution of Science, and so attempts to disarm 
Coming to Understanding’s crucial claim that because it is dominated by 
the ideology of Scientism, which occludes teleology in general and 
God’s purposes in particular, the Institution of Science is not a person. 
Perhaps here too Graham fails to appreciate the existence of meta-
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institutions, within whose superstructure other more definite institutions 
come and go.    
 
 
God’s Sovereignty  
 
Graham describes the “most innovative move” of Coming to 
Understanding as the denial of “God’s sovereignty”. This is very 
puzzling, at least on its face. The central doctrine of the work is that God 
is the being on which all else depends for its existence. The lineaments of 
the forms of dependence of all particulars on God are set out in detail, 
some would say too much detail. Once we understand that creation 
cannot be an event in space or time, since part of what is created is The 
Block Universe and the whole spatio-temporal manifold which it 
exhausts, the best model for creation is the converse of ontological 
dependence. Once we understand that God does not intervene in the 
world like a nervous manager who doubts the effectiveness of his 
original directions, the best model for God’s power is the power by 
which all things happen, and so there is no other power operating in the 
world that does not derive from God’s power. So God is ontologically 
fundamental, God is the creator of all in the deepest sense, and God is 
all-powerful. In what sense then is God not sovereign?  
 There are two crucial points of dispute with the traditional 
theistic conception of God’s sovereignty, and both of these clearly 
disturb Graham. The first is that God is not an occasional intervener in 
the course of nature; there are no such miracles, and indeed it is a kind of 
insult to the power and greatness of God to suppose that God is a local 
agent fiddling with the details of the stream of efficient causation. More 
than this, the radical doctrine of Coming to Understanding is that God 
depends on sentient beings like us for the contents of God’s 
consciousness.  
 Graham objects that such a God cannot have knowledge of the 
world and so cannot really be said to be conscious.  
 

The nature of knowledge is of course one of the oldest and most 
intractable subjects in philosophy. It is hard, therefore, to say 
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anything incontestable about it. But suppose we assume the 
traditional JTB account—that knowledge is true belief arrived at 
in some justifying way… I do not have knowledge if I am simply 
supplied with true beliefs by a third party. Accordingly, if it 
really is the case that God is cognitively wholly dependent on 
other agents, he cannot be said to be conscious any more than a 
computer can. A computer is programmed to respond to 
‘information’ that is put into it. But the meaning of the word 
‘information’ in ‘information technology’ is significantly 
different from its normal meaning. It refers simply to electrical 
impulses, both positive and negative. 

 
Here Graham betrays a number of confusions drawn from the 

classical theistic tradition to which he is committed. First he takes God’s 
knowledge to consist in something like true justified belief. However, 
God does not have beliefs, for he does not have representational states, 
states which could say or indicate that this or that proposition is true. A 
representation is a symbolic carrier of information, and there is no room 
to locate such passive items in God’s mind. To be sure, the 
metaphysically adequate ideas of pious individuals and institutions are 
accurate portrayals of the nature of metaphysically significant things, and 
these ideas will populate the mind of God. God does come to be 
conscious of these metaphysically significant things, and to that extent 
conscious of aspects of his own nature. But we should not think of God’s 
consciousness as consisting in a set of beliefs in propositions. (The 
possibility of a functional duplicate of a given person who has all that 
person’s beliefs, but who is nonetheless not conscious shows that 
consciousness does not consist in having a set of beliefs.)  

Instead God’s consciousness consists of acquaintance with 
metaphysically significant things, it can be directed at them and not 
merely at propositions about them. God’s knowledge is savoir not 
connaitre, and so it is not some form of justified belief. Accordingly, the 
fact that the contents of God’s consciousness are derived from others 
does not threaten its status as knowledge. God’s knowledge is knowledge 
of, not knowledge that, not true justified belief that such and such is the 
case. So even if Graham were right that the justification for a belief does 
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not carry over when the belief is passed from one to another, this would 
be irrelevant to the case of God’s knowledge.  
 Graham also betrays his conviction that God can only be active 
in the world if he from time to time miraculously sticks his oar in the 
stream of efficient causation. The following passage is quite telling: 
 

A similar point can be made about volitional capacity and 
purposefulness. Purposefulness implies activity. If God is utterly 
powerless, can he be active? Leaving aside the efficient 
causation of the universe, it seems that God’s relation to the 
world is an entirely passive one.  

 
But why should we leave aside God’s efficient causing and sustaining of 
the universe? It is precisely because of this that God counts as a person; 
that is, one with the capacity to realize God’s (own) will. 
 It is worth pointing out that Graham is concerned about the 
application of certain psychological notions to God. He makes the claim, 
for example, that a distinction cannot be made between the God of 
Coming to Understanding willing that something be and that God merely 
wishing it to be. Graham also argues that a failure to perceive 
metaphysical falsehoods deprives God of the capacity to recognize 
metaphysical truths. This is on the basis of a presupposition that Graham 
does not argue for that it is impossible to have certain concepts without 
corresponding contrast concepts. That both applying ordinary 
psychological concepts to God and attributing certain concepts to God 
requires perhaps deep modifications in those concepts is hardly a claim 
original to me. As Zimmerman points out in his discussion of Coming to 
Understanding, philosophers and theologians of the middle of the last 
century were keenly aware that such was required. 

To repeat a theme that was raised in the first paragraph of this 
response to Graham, Graham does seem to exhibit a deeply conservative 
view of the concepts we are allowed to employ to understand God. 
Coming to Understanding, however, aligns itself with the practices of 
conceptual change that are routine in the sciences and, I must add, in 
metaphysics itself. There is no reason to hold any particular body of 
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concepts or conceptual linkages sacrosanct in one’s attempt to 
understand philosophical or theological issues. 
 
 
Time and Eternity 
 
It is perhaps this conservative attitude towards psychological concepts 
and the concepts of action that is behind Graham’s discomfort with the 
distinction between the temporal and the atemporal urged in Coming to 
Understanding. Graham suggests that the analogy of the atemporal with 
the logical is less “illuminating” than other comparisons because “the 
problem with logic is that the relations it determines are static. … 
Nothing happens in logic itself. Acting in accordance with God’s will, by 
contrast, has to be a practical activity.” 
 Graham recommends instead that one considers what he 
describes as “contrasting temporal orders,” cases like a piece of music or 
fictional narrative. He writes, 
 

A piece of music, like a story, has a start, middle and end. 
Temporal relations are essential to the intelligibility of 
introduction, repetition, variation, reprise, coda and so on, just as 
they are to understanding the narrative. These temporal relations 
are not the same as relationships in real time, however. A theme 
has to come before a variation in every single performance. But 
in real time, obviously, the theme in a later performance comes 
after the variation in an earlier performance. Similarly, Lady 
Macbeth has to die before Macbeth gives his famous speech, but 
in real time the speech has been given thousands of times before 
Lady Macbeth’s next demise. 

 
To characterize this in terms of “contrasting temporal orders” is 

to misconstrue what is going on. There is only one temporal order 
involved in these cases: the real one. There are fictional (make-believe) 
temporal orders—both in the music and in the narrative, but these aren’t 
genuine temporal orders at all. Any performance of Macbeth occurs in 
real time; but the story itself only fictionally occurs in time. It does not 
occur in some other “order” of time. 
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 Related to this mistake is Graham’s conservative presupposition 
that the concept of action itself requires temporality to be made sense of, 
as opposed to the atemporal notions of precedent and consequent. It does 
not help Graham’s case against Coming to Understanding to invoke 
fictional temporal orders. 
 
 
Should Beauty Be Included Among the Attributes of God?  
 
Graham rightly notes that despite its Neo-Platonic roots, Coming to 
Understanding does not preserve the fundamental metaphysical status of 
each of trio of the so-called “transcendentals”, namely Truth, Goodness 
and Beauty. Beauty is not an eidos, things are not beautiful in virtue of 
imitating a form of Beauty. Instead, things count as beautiful because 
they standardly cause human beings to go into pleasurable emotional 
states involving what Kant called “the free play of the imagination”. 
Other rational beings, other cognitive agents, and other persons who lack 
the distinctive human emotional sensibility that is the basis of the 
pleasurable response to the beautiful object or person would not find the 
same things beautiful as human beings do. The place then to look for a 
theory of beauty is not in metaphysics but in human psychology. One 
manifestation of this point may be the idiosyncratic way in which the 
term “beauty” is used; however good-looking they might be, men in their 
thirties and later, as opposed to boys, girls and women, cannot be 
beautiful, but only handsome. One wonders whether those who would 
promote beauty to the status of an eidos would do the same for 
handsomeness. 
 Graham has two objections to the metaphysical downgrading of 
beauty. First, he takes up the remarks to the effect that “Beauty is in the 
eye of the beholder” and “Beauty is bought by the judgment of the eye” 
and objects that this simply recapitulates the mistaken but dominant idea 
that the visual sense is the sole route to beauty. He quite rightly observes 
that music and poetry can be beautiful, as can certain mathematical 
proofs. However, this perfectly fair corrective does nothing to displace 
the broadly Kantian conception of beauty as the disposition of the object 
to put the human subject into a pleasurable emotional state associated 
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with the free play of the imagination. The route to this pleasurable 
emotional state may be through vision, or through audition, or indeed, as 
in the mathematical case, through the operation of the intellect itself. 
However, this does not in any way advance the case that beauty should 
be counted among the eide. It simply amounts to the point that not all the 
beautiful objects are visible objects.  

Graham offers a second and more systematic objection to the 
metaphysical downgrading of beauty, namely that it also involves the 
downgrading of style. He writes:  

 
Human actions have style as well as content, purpose and effect. 
When CTU says ‘only Truth and Goodness really matter when it 
comes to serving God’ this presupposes that the value of truthful 
statements and good actions can be assessed independently of 
the style in which they are uttered or performed. This is by no 
means evident. Scientists and mathematicians often take 
elegance and simplicity as marks of superiority in proofs and 
theories; some are even prepared to refer to such features as 
‘beautiful’. In practical life, too, value is often a function of 
style. It is not merely gifts in themselves that we value, but the 
manner in which they are given. Indeed arguably, some 
actions—those of politeness for instance—are pure style. Saying 
‘thank you’ need have neither purpose (to gratify someone) or 
effect (their being gratified). It may of course have this purpose 
and this effect, but is intelligible and can be valued without 
them. Now if the stylistic dimension of an action—its 
gracefulness, simplicity, elegance, and so on—matters in 
relations between human beings, why should it not also matter in 
the service of God? ... Style is what turns lust into love, child 
care into parenting, feeding into dining, dress into fashion, 
fatalism into fortitude, and innumerably many other examples. In 
a religious or spiritual context, it is also what turns servility into 
worship. 

 
Again, these are insightful remarks, and they do begin to make the case 
for the importance of style in human affairs, especially when the concept 
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of style is stretched to the point where it simply denotes the manner in 
which things are done. Of course, the manner in which things are done 
can be of immense instrumental importance, since it can bear on whether 
we effectively serve God or not. Yet from the fact that style has immense 
instrumental importance, and the fact that appropriate style pleases those 
with the appropriate sensibility, it does not follow that Style should be 
included among the eide. Play is also of immense practical importance, 
and it produces intrinsic pleasure in those that are playing. Yet Play is 
not likely to be an eidos, it is not likely to be a joint in metaphysical 
reality. For what counts as play is a matter of our idiosyncratic human 
sensibilities. The same holds for style and beauty. 
 This said, I want to again stress the fallibilism that runs 
throughout Coming to Understanding. It is always possible that future 
eductions will reveal—contrary to the views being pressed here—that 
Beauty and even Play are among the eide. 
 
 
Is the God of CTU a Suitable Object of Worship? 
 
Graham asserts that, “traditional theology holds (as I do) that it is God’s 
perfection that makes him worthy of worship.” To the extent that this is 
not merely special pleading for a quite particular view of worship, one 
not shared for example by polytheistic traditions, he is raising an 
important and fundamental issue. What makes something worthy of 
worship? In Coming to Understanding, worship is characterized broadly 
as, “love expressed by human persons towards something they take to be 
greater than themselves.” 

For Graham, apparently, greatness is not enough. Perfection of a 
being is required to make it worship-worthy. Graham can stipulate this as 
a condition of worship if he so wishes, but such a condition, although 
presumably sufficient, is hardly necessary. Our counter-suggestion is 
that, in any case, it is usually not God who should be directly worshipped 
or praised. Instead what is surely praiseworthy is service to God. In this 
respect, it may be the Ultimate Person who is most praiseworthy. I am 
not asserting, in any case, that the worship of God is inappropriate. It 
may be quite appropriate in certain contexts. What is always called for, 
however, is pious behavior. Pious behavior is linked to serving God, and 
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that in turn is linked to one’s actions within the context of appropriate 
God-serving institutions. 

Emotion is always an important component of pious behavior for 
human beings. I suggest that when a given individual understands the 
ontological fundamentality and nature of God, and when the nature of 
their service to God becomes clear to them, the appropriate emotional 
response will naturally follow because of the kind of creature they are. 
 Worthiness of worship, like worthiness of anything, cannot be 
derived from any description of qualities—this includes “perfection”—
unless such worthiness is already tautologically built into that 
description. It is therefore an illegitimate move on Graham’s part to offer 
the traditional “perfection of God” as a standard against which any 
description of worthiness must be measured. 
 
 
Dean Zimmerman’s Challenges 

 
Zimmerman provides an excellent summary of major themes of 
Coming to Understanding when he writes: 
 

Ammonius is a Monist, in at least one sense of the word: He 
believes there is one thing (which he calls “God”) upon which 
everything else depends. This being is a person who is conscious 
of some things, after a fashion; but Ammonius’s Deity is outside 
of time, and not an agent intervening in nature in miraculous 
ways. In order for the Deity to be conscious of anything, less 
exalted persons, including human beings, must achieve a certain 
level of moral excellence, and learn certain kinds of facts. 
Ordinary human beings, or “selves”, are a combination of a 
metaphysical core—a cognitive agent that exists outside of time 
and space—and a physical agent, something in space and time. 
The two stand in a complicated relationship—the atemporal 
cognitive agent is dependent upon the physical one, and the 
physical one somehow “imitates” the mental one. The mind 
influences the body—e.g., the body moves in accordance with 
the timeless agent’s choices—but the agent does not control the 
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body by means of an exercise of “efficient causation”; rather, the 
atemporal agent exerts a kind of teleological pull upon the 
spatiotemporal body. Cognitive agents that achieve a certain 
level of moral goodness—being, “on balance”, good—become 
Persons, with a capital “P”; only things that they know contribute 
to God’s consciousness. And, as best I can tell, only some things 
they know become part of God’s consciousness: namely, truths 
about metaphysical reality. Ammonius identifies metaphysical 
reality with a realm of entities he calls “eide”; so the facts they 
know which contribute to God’s consciousness are facts about 
the nature of the eide. The eide are actually “attributes of God”; 
so, what God is able to learn, through the awareness of good 
agents, is truths about God’s own nature (pp. 107-8). God’s chief 
end is self-understanding, and, since that can only be achieved 
by good persons coming to understand metaphysical truths, 
promoting such knowledge on the part of good persons should be 
the chief end of human beings, as well. 

 
Although Zimmerman goes on to raise a number of subtle and interesting 
challenges to the central theses of Coming to Understanding, he rightly 
locates the intent of the work as an effort to suggest an alternative and 
fruitful way of thinking of God and his relation to human beings. He 
writes: 

 
A philosopher or theologian might have reservations about the 
criterion for soul-generation (Ammonius makes use of the notion 
of being “on balance, good”, which some will find problematic; 
a couple of alternative criteria are mentioned below), or have 
doubts about whether God mainly values our thoughts about 
metaphysics; while still finding the model highly suggestive, and 
potentially fruitful. 

 
By way of summarizing his points of agreement and disagreement 
Zimmerman notes that any metaphysics of the categories that discovered 
a ubiquitous form-matter branching-principle at work throughout its tree 
(or table or wheel or what-have-you) would earn “extra points in the 
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competition for best ontology”. He also agrees with the crucial 
accusation made in Part 1 against category theories from Aristotle on, 
namely that a “flaccid” or “list-like” catalogue of fundamental 
metaphysical kinds is much worse than a collection of kinds generated 
by a theory that finds lots of symmetries and interesting explanatory 
connections among them. And he is in principle open to the kind of 
revisionary metaphysics Coming to Understanding attempts to argue for, 
noting that when a theory has enough explanatory virtues, we should be 
prepared to accept some of its more surprising and revisionary 
conclusions — “things we might not, antecedently, have thought were 
true”. Thus, in summarizing his areas of agreement he writes “[T]here is 
much in Ammonius’s general strategy to be admired”.  

Even so, Zimmerman also finds much to disagree with in the 
formulations and arguments of Coming to Understanding. He 
understandably balks at several of the eductions of particular eide at 
particular points in the text, but his main criticisms of the metaphysical 
structure of Coming to Understanding cut more deeply than this 
understandable skepticism about this or that eduction. He claims that the 
eide should be treated as universals and not particulars, that they cannot 
be taken to be attributes of God, that the meaning of “eide” changes 
between Part 1 and Part 2, and that there is no good account of the 
relation of falling under an eidos which shows that this relation is clearly 
distinct from instantiating a universal. He challenges the generality of the 
matter/form distinction, and so rejects its application in the centrally 
important account of the emanation of the eide. To these objections he 
adds worries about the ethical upshot of Coming to Understanding. He 
points out that the convergence between conventional morality and the 
ethical system of Coming to Understanding holds only for the most part, 
so that under special circumstances we may be required to do things that 
conventional morality would find repugnant or horrendous. He suggests 
the ethical system defended in Coming to Understanding absurdly puts 
the activity of the metaphysician at the top of the hierarchy of human 
activities. Finally, he questions whether metaphysics can properly be 
taken to be the ground of ethics.  

Each one of the issues Zimmerman raises is crucial and needs to 
be taken up in some detail.  
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The Eide as Attributes of God 
 
The eide are the attributes of God and as such they are ontologically 
fundamental. Let us start with the idea that, as such, they are the 
fundamental categories that things fall under. As fundamental categories, 
they cannot be taken to be pre-existing universals, for universals are 
capable of existing even when they are uninstantiated by particulars, and 
so they could exist even if there were no particulars. To take just one 
example, the universal or property of having positive charge does not 
pop into existence when the first positively charged particular does. It 
pre-exists the first positively charged particular, and hence all positively 
charged particulars, so it does not owe its existence to them, so it is not 
ontologically dependent on the positively charged particulars.  

The argument admits of an obvious generalization that shows 
that universals are not ontologically dependent on particulars, which 
further entails that they are not ontologically dependent on God, who is a 
particular, not a universal. It follows that God is not the one thing on 
which everything else ontologically depends, for the universals 
themselves do not depend on him. But this is absurd, so any such 
fundamental categories are not universals.  

Sometimes the point that the fundamental categories must be 
dependent on God is recognized within traditional theism by saying that 
the categories are “ideas in the mind of God” where these “ideas” are 
understood as particular items ontologically dependent on God and his 
mentality. Nevertheless this is still a flawed conception of the 
fundamental categories. God’s mentality must have a certain character 
anyway, independently of what depends on it, such as the ideas he has of 
that mentality. This independent character of God’s mentality sets the 
standard of the truth and adequacy of these ideas God has of his own 
mentality. The independent character of God’s mentality depends on the 
attributes he has, and once we see this it is immediately clear that those 
attributes are not themselves further ideas in the mind of God. But then 
those attributes have a good claim to be among the fundamental 
categories anyway, independently of God’s having ideas of them. The 
traditional notion of categories as “ideas in the mind of God” thus inverts 
the structure of ontological dependence. As God comes to self-
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understanding, certain ideas of the categories will come to exist in the 
mind of God, but the categories themselves are not these ideas, but rather 
the “intentional objects” of these ideas, namely God’s attributes. Those 
attributes set the standard of correctness or adequacy of these ideas.  

Once the fundamental categories are identified with the attributes 
of God their fundamentality is no longer a threat to God’s absolute 
ontological independence. The eide/categories/attributes of God emanate 
from God and so are ontologically dependent on him. Furthermore, the 
notion of “falling under,” the relation that “non-eidetic” particulars bear 
to eide that I started this discussion with (for the sake of argument), is 
one that is then replaced by a complex of notions, (i) being a part of the 
matter of a formal eidos, (ii) imitating an eidos, and lastly (iii) being a 
construct that is made up of things that fit the first two characterizations. 
In all three cases, non-eidetic particulars are ontologically dependent on 
the eide, and hence on God; for they get to have the character they do by 
being parts of eide or by imitating eide, or by being constructs made up 
of things that are either parts of the attributes of God or that imitate those 
attributes.  

Zimmerman begins his criticism of the theory of the eide by 
noting the following:  

 
Whatever the difference is between the non-eidetic particulars 
and the eide, it must be deep and important. The eide are the 
only things that show up on the wheel, and it will turn out that 
God’s goal, which we are all to serve, is coming to understand 
the nature and interrelations among the eide. Belonging to this 
category matters; they are much more important than mundane 
individuals and their mundane states and relations. 
 

He asks what the eide have in common in virtue of which they are set off 
from the non-eidetic particulars. In response to the obvious answer, 
namely that they are attributes of God, Zimmerman then offers this 
objection:  

 
Here is a truism if ever there was one: The attributes of a thing 
can be truly attributed to it. Another truism: The attributes that 
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may truly be attributed to a thing are not to be distinguished from 
its features or characteristics; the latter terms are virtually 
synonymous with “attributes”. So, assuming anything like the 
usual meaning of “attribute”, if F is an attribute of X, it must at 
least be possible for there to be a name, “N”, that picks out the 
attribute, and by means of which it can be attributed to X. In 
other words, there must, for each such F, be a name “N” that 
could be used in the following sort of sentence to say something 
true: “X has the attribute N”, or, equivalently, “X is 
characterized by N”. Names are available for many of 
Ammonius’s eide that can, with some plausibility, figure in 
truths of this form, with Ammonius’s God as the subject. “God 
has the attribute Being”; “God has the attribute Godhead”; “God 
has the attribute Intelligibility”; and so on. For other eide, 
however, it is not at all obvious how to regard them as in any 
sense attributes of God. Take, for instance, The Block Universe: 
the four- (or however-many-) dimensional world of space-time 
that contains everything concrete (p. 63). “God has the attribute 
The Block Universe” does not sound right; “God has the attribute 
being the Block Universe” can’t be right, either, since it is only 
God’s body, not God Himself. “God has the attribute of having 
the Block Universe as a part” cannot be right, since God has no 
parts (p. 53). It is simply not clear how The Block Universe 
could be construed as an attribute that characterizes God in any 
ordinary sense of the word “attribute”…Other eide are at least as 
difficult to regard as attributes of God; and some of them are 
explicitly barred, by Ammonius himself, from being attributes of 
God — again, in the ordinary sense of this term. Choosing, for 
example, is an eidos; but, on Ammonius’s conception of God, it 
is not an attribute of God. If “God has the attribute of Choosing” 
were true, then God would choose; God would be the kind of 
Person who makes choices — but God “neither makes nor acts 
upon choices” (p. 97). 

 
Here a certain procrustean and unnecessary semantics of “attribute” is 
getting in the way of seeing things clearly. One way to recognize that is 
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so is to notice that Zimmerman’s proposal would also make all-too-short 
work of Spinoza’s Monistic ontology in which Thought and Extension 
figure as two of God’s attributes. Is Spinoza then really committed to 
absurdities like “God is Extension” and “God is Thought”? Spinoza is 
not committed to these absurdities, instead the fault seems to lie in 
Zimmerman’s account of how attributes are to be predicated.  

The eide are fundamental aspects or features of reality and 
hence, given the Monist’s understanding of the structure of reality, 
fundamental aspects or features of God. This is how Spinoza conceived 
of Thought and Extension, and as Coming to Understanding makes clear, 
Spinoza’s conception of God’s attributes is a guiding light for the more 
detailed account of God’s attributes.  

We only get Zimmerman’s linguistic garbling if we agree to 
jump into his procrustean semantic bed and suppose that an attribute of 
God can be naively predicated of God in a simple subject predicate 
sentence, such as “God is Choosing” or “God is the Block Universe”. All 
this garbling of language can be avoided if we understand the rule for 
predicating an attribute as this:  

 
If N is an attribute of X, then it is true that N is a fundamental 
aspect of X, and the name “N” can truly figure in a predication 
of the form “N is a fundamental aspect of X.” 

 
So now we have, in place of the strange remarks Zimmerman derives, 
remarks like “Choosing is a fundamental aspect of God” and “The Block 
Universe is a fundamental aspect of God”. Are these not precisely what 
was urged in the main text of Coming to Understanding?  
 
 
Does The Meaning of “Eide” Change from Part 1 to Part 2? 
 
Partly because of his restrictive idea of what it is to predicate an attribute 
of God, Zimmerman charges that there is a crucial change in the meaning 
of eide between Parts I and 2. He writes:  
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the reader who goes no further than Part 1 can come away with a 
quite definite idea of what Ammonius’s eide are, and why he 
calls them all “particulars”. The eide are dependent entities that, 
like Plato’s eide, play the resemblance-making role; they are 
sparse, accounting only for fundamental aspects of resemblance; 
and the relation in virtue of which particulars “fall under” them 
is one of imitation…  

 
But when it comes to Part 2, Zimmerman supposes that 

 
many eide could only be attributes of God in some Pickwickian 
sense of the term “attribute”. …. My hypothesis is that, when [in 
Part 2] Ammonius calls a thing an eidos or an Attribute of God 
he simply means: It is the kind of thing that shows up on this 
wheel [of ontological dependence]. It need play no role in 
explaining similarity; and it might be impossible to attribute it to 
anything, even God. 
 

Here again Zimmerman is misled by his own absurdity-yielding 
strictures on the semantics of “attribute”. He might as well say that since 
remarks like “God is Thought” and “God is Extension” make no good 
ontological sense, Spinoza is using “attribute” in a merely Pickwickian 
sense throughout the first two parts of his Ethics. Because of his 
confusion over attributes, Zimmerman fails to see the transition in the 
discussion of eide from Part 1 to Part 2 for what it is, namely the 
introduction of a further substantive claim about the eide over and above 
the characterization provided in Part 1. The substantive claim is just this: 

 
The eide, namely entities that, like Plato’s eide, are the sources 
of resemblance-making among non-eidetic particulars (thanks to 
those non-eidetic particulars imitating the eide or being parts of 
them) are also none other than the attributes or fundamental 
aspects of God. 

 
Clearly this further substantive claim does not change the meaning of 
“eide” but simply tells us more about the eide themselves. And the 
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argument for this further substantive claim is that the sources of real 
resemblances among non-eidetic particulars can neither be ontologically 
prior to God, nor merely a limited subset of the aspects of God, such as 
the ideas in his mind. They cannot be ontologically prior to God, for then 
there would be no God, no one thing on which all else ontologically 
depends. They cannot be merely a limited subset of the aspects of God, 
for the other, excluded aspects will have an equal claim to also be among 
the sources of real resemblances among non-eidetic particulars. Oddly 
enough, Zimmerman fails to appreciate how far belief in God constrains 
the ontological status of the eide, understood as the sources of real 
resemblance among non-eidetic particulars.  
 
 
Are the Eide Really Universals After All? 
 
Coming to Understanding tells us that the eide are not universals but 
particulars; they are not instantiated but instead are imitated and (some of 
them) have parts. To be sure, the eide are ontologically preeminent 
particulars; they are not in space and time, and they are ontologically 
prior to the ordinary particulars that are their parts and that imitate them. 
Leaving aside the parthood relationship that non-eidetic particulars bear 
to some eide, at various points Zimmerman talks as if the other 
conditions are enough to make the eide universals. For example, he 
writes: 
 

It would be natural for a metaphysician to say: “let us use the 
term ‘instantiation’ or ‘participation’ or ‘exemplification’ for 
that relation, whatever it is, that holds between individuals and a 
further thing, just in case standing in that relation to that further 
thing is what grounds their similarity in some respect; and let us 
call that further thing, a ‘universal’.” Such a metaphysician 
would say: “In Part 1, Ammonius, like Plato, has offered us a 
theory about the nature of the instantiation relation, namely, that 
it consists in imitation; and he has also, thereby, offered us a 
theory about the nature of universals, namely, that they 
constitute a sort of paradigm.” … I suspect that the eide’s being 
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outside of time, playing the resemblance-maker role, and failing 
to admit of perfect duplication would be enough to clinch the 
deal: If Ammonius’s eide are not universals, they will wonder, 
what would it take to be one? 
 

The nameless metaphysician Zimmerman mentions seemed to have 
missed something, namely that the three conditions they invoke, i.e. 
  

1. Playing the resemblance-making role thanks to being 
imitated by non-eidetic particulars 

2. Being outside of time 
3. Failing to admit of perfect duplication  

 

are not jointly sufficient for being a universal. Take God; he is outside 
time. He also fails to admit of perfect duplication, since he is by 
definition the one thing on which all else ontologically depends. 
Moreover, to the extent that two non-eidetic particulars both imitate God 
they come to really resemble each other in being godlike. But it does not 
follow that God is a universal. On any reasonable understanding God is a 
particular. 

The real problem here is with the contemporary analytic use of 
the term “universal”. Coming to Understanding follows the medieval 
discussion and uses this term to mean the same as “predicable”, that is, 
an arbitrary semantic value for a predicate. Universals, in this sense of 
predicables, are mentioned in passing by way of observing that Plato’s 
developing theory of forms begins with the semantical conception of a 
form as a universal and then is driven by absurdities like the existence of 
the form of dirt and the form of the bed to a different ontological account 
of the forms as the basis for real resemblance among particulars.  

In contemporary analytical philosophy “universal” has come to 
mean something else entirely thanks to the influential work of David 
Armstrong, and Zimmerman appears to be strongly influenced by this. 
When David Armstrong revived discussion of universals in his 
Universals and Scientific Realism (Cambridge University Press, 1978) he 
offered what he called a “sparse” theory of universals. The actual theory 
turns out to be this: states of affairs have common parts, and these 
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common parts are the properties which figure in the fundamental laws of 
nature. What Armstrong calls “thick particulars”—namely particulars 
considered as embedded in all the states of affairs in which they figure—
have these properties as common parts. So far we simply have an odd 
theory of the components of certain entities— thick particulars— that do 
not seem to be ontologically fundamental. Armstrong names these 
common parts of thick particulars universals in res or “Aristotelian 
universals”, in contrast to universals ante rem or “Platonic universals”. 
Yet Armstrong’s theory has very little to do either with the actual 
Platonic theories of forms or with Aristotle’s own theory of predication. 
The real philosophical cash value of this distinction for Armstrong lies in 
his assertion of what he takes to be an Aristotelian principle of 
instantiation, namely  

 
The only universals that exist are those that are instantiated 
somewhere or other in space and time. 
 
Put aside the historical anachronism built into the very idea of a 

sparse theory of “Aristotelian Universals”. There still is a deeper 
problem with Armstrong’s account. There is a well-known argument that 
Armstrong’s principle of instantiation is unstable if it is interpreted as 
metaphysically necessary, and the existence of the future relative to a 
given past is metaphysically contingent. Suppose that in this world the 
universal U is not instantiated until 1999. As already noted, universals 
understood as properties do not come into existence as they are 
instantiated, universals exist period, not relative to this or that time. So 
“U exists” is true whenever uttered. This truth then holds in 1998, and 
indeed throughout the vast extent of time before that. But now suppose 
that instead of continuing after 1998 the world comes to an end in 1998. 
“U exists” should remain true in this alternative scenario, but by 
hypothesis U is uninstantiated. So in the alternative scenario Armstrong’s 
principle of instantiation is false. 

Perhaps there is a reply to this argument, but in any case the 
important thing to see is that what is called “Armstrong’s theory of 
universals” is a theory of the common parts of states of affairs and the 
thick particulars they make up. Zimmerman’s suggestion that the theory 
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of the eide presented in Coming to Understanding collapses into a theory 
like Armstrong’s is thus very wide of the mark.  

As a way of asking why the eide are not after all universals, 
Zimmerman writes  

 
Armstrong, famously, defends a sparse theory of resemblance-
makers; in this respect, Ammonius and Armstrong are in 
agreement. But of course Armstrong’s resemblance-makers are 
universally agreed to deserve the name “universal”; Armstrong is 
the paradigmatic “Aristotelian realist about universals”.  
 
The crucial thing to see is that the eide are not common parts of 

non-eidetic particulars in general or more specifically of states of affairs. 
But this is the only sense that Armstrong has actually given to 
“universal”. His universals are not arbitrary predicables, and in fact they 
do not make for the relevant sort of resemblance among the items they 
figure in, namely states of affairs. For if the universal Being F figures in 
two states of affairs, say a’s being F and b’s being F it does not in 
general follow that the two states of affairs resemble each other in being 
F. It is typically only a and b that resemble each other in respect of being 
F. Neither state of affairs is F, or has the property of being F. 

Recall that on Armstrong’s theory, universals are common parts 
of states of affairs, and that his candidates for such common parts are the 
properties that figure in the basic laws of nature, properties like the 
charge e on the electron. Now the problem of resemblance or significant 
similarity which universals are invoked by Armstrong to solve (what he 
calls “the problem of sameness of type”) is this kind of problem: how 
can electrons a and b be similar in respect of having charge e? But in the 
end that problem remains unaddressed on Armstrong’s theory; the bump 
in the carpet is simply relocated. For all Armstrong’s theory of universals 
allows him to do is to say things like 

 
a and b are similar in respect of having charge e because some of 
the states of affairs involving a and some of the states of affairs 
involving b are similar in respect of having a common part, 
namely the universal that is the charge e.  
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Now we may ask: why should some other things having a common part 
make a and b similar? The thing to conclude is that Armstrong does not 
actually deliver a general theory of resemblance makers. His theory of a 
sparse group of properties as common parts only explains why things are 
similar in respect of having common parts, not why things are similar in 
the respects which originally drove the problem of sameness of type, 
respects like having charge e. It only seems that Armstrong is addressing 
this problem so long as we forget that there is no general true principle, 
which says that if X has the universal U as a part then X is U. After all, 
on Armstrong’s own theory reality, the totality of everything that exists 
includes as a part the universal which is the charge e, but reality does not 
have this charge, reality is not negatively charged or positively charged 
to any degree.  
 What Armstrong, and Zimmerman when invoking Armstrong, 
misses is this: resemblance cannot in general be explained in terms of 
common parthood! 
 Of course, as well as real resemblances there are the merely 
apparent resemblances among constructed entities. These resemblances 
are imposed by our ways of thinking of objects and demarcating them 
according to our interests and needs. Here the medieval Nominalists 
were broadly correct; we need have no appeal either to universals or to 
eide to explain these resemblances. For these resemblances are merely 
the consequences of how things strike us. How things strike us is to be 
explained by our common, though idiosyncratic, sensibility—our 
particular human style of demarcating entities. As the Nominalists 
insisted, it is not necessary to appeal to the metaphysical joints of reality 
in order to explain such resemblances. Instead, we should turn to what is 
now called “cognitive science”—specifically its treatment of human 
perception and categorization. 
 
 
How Do We Determine Which Eide There Are?  
 
Armstrong appealed to “Scientific Realism” in order to determine just 
which universals exist. For him, the existent universals are those that 



  

360 

figure in the fundamental physical laws. He thus embraced a reductionist 
and scientistic account of the basic structure of reality.  
 Theists like Zimmerman may be attracted to Armstrong’s 
realism and feel that it can be detached from the scientism and 
reductionism which generates Armstrong’s list of the true universals. 
They may feel that they can have the realism about universals, without 
the scientism and reductionism, and so can embed realism about 
universals within Theism. This is a misconception. Realism about 
universals is an inherently Godless doctrine. God is a particular, not a 
universal. Universals are not ontologically dependent on particulars, 
particulars come to being and have the character they do by instantiating 
universals; the universals exist and have the character they do anyway, 
they do not come into being with the particulars which instantiate them. 
Indeed, as argued above, the attempt to tie the existence of universals to 
their subsequent instantiation seems unstable. But since universals are 
not ontologically dependent on the existence of any particulars, and God 
is a particular, it follows that universals are not ontologically dependent 
on God. And this is to say that there is no God, no being on which 
everything else is ontologically dependent.  
 One might suppose that this argument that realism about 
universals is a Godless doctrine could be met just by supposing that God 
creates the universals themselves, so that they are, after all, ontologically 
dependent on him. However, recall what universals are supposed to be, 
they are supposed to be resemblance makers: things really resemble each 
other in virtue of instantiating a common universal. Now universals will 
only play this resemblance-making role if they also play another more 
fundamental role, what we might call “the nature conferring role”. Two 
things really resemble each other in respect U because they each have U 
as part of their nature, and the friend of universals will add that they have 
U in virtue of instantiating the universal U. On the theory of universals it 
is the instantiation of universals that confers natures on things. Absent 
the instantiation of universals there would be no natures had by things.  
 We can now see the problem with the idea of God creating the 
universals; the idea produces a deep “ungroundedness” in fundamental 
metaphysics. In order for God to create the universals he would have to 
have some nature or other, indeed a very impressive kind of nature that 
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allows him to confer existence on items in an entirely different category 
from himself. Yet, according to the theory of universals, in order to have 
some nature or other God would have to instantiate some universals. But 
instantiation is supposed to be a genuine relation, it only holds among 
existing things. So in order for God to create the universals, some of 
them, the ones which figure in the specification of God’s nature, would 
“already” have to exist. This is impossible. (Of course, here as 
elsewhere, we are not speaking of a process in time but a pattern of 
ontological dependence. What is impossible is that God’s nature is 
ontologically dependent on the existence of the universals which make it 
up, and that all things, including those universals, are ontologically 
dependent on God.)  

The doctrine of universals was always at odds with the idea of 
God as the being on which everything else is ontologically dependent, 
and which is not itself dependent on anything else. Zimmerman suggests 
at one point that we might think of universals as ideas in the mind of 
God, but he nowhere makes the crucial claim that God’s ideas are 
universals rather than particulars. No matter, suppose that claim 
somehow could be made. Would this help?  

Upon reflection, a similar problem arises. The basic doctrine of 
universals is still supposed to be in force; namely that universals are 
nature-conferrers and hence resemblance-makers. The novel element is 
that these nature-conferrers are ideas in God’s mind. God’s having these 
ideas in his mind is part of his nature. Is God’s having that part of his 
nature ontologically dependent on his instantiating some of the 
universals that are supposedly among the ideas themselves? The doctrine 
of universals says so. But now these ideas can be seem to be very odd 
things. They are all supposed to be ontologically dependent on God, but 
since they are universals, God’s having these ideas (that very aspect of 
his nature) is ontologically dependent on his instantiating some of them. 
But instantiating a universal is ontologically dependent on the existence 
of that universal. So God’s having these ideas is ontologically dependent 
on the existence of a universal. But if part of God’s nature is in this way 
ontologically dependent on the existence of a universal, he will not be 
the one thing on which all other things ontologically depend without his 
depending on them.  
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A similar sort of problem arises for what Zimmerman calls, after 
Armstrong, an “abundant” theory of universals, a theory which 
postulates universals merely as the semantic values of predicates. In Part 
1 of Coming to Understanding this theory was criticized on the grounds 
that it leads to an implausible regress. By making an individual’s 
satisfying a predicate depend upon its instantiating a universal the theory 
of universals as semantic values ends up requiring that an infinitude of 
universals be instantiated whenever any one universal is instantiated.  

In the present context, there is another objection worthy of 
mention. It is now easy to see that the abundant theory of universals is 
also a Godless theory. On this theory, universals are understood to be the 
metaphysical underwriters of predication, and so are common to all those 
who satisfy the corresponding predicates. According to this theory, 
universals exist as the meanings of predicates anyway, and the other 
things that exist, including God, “subsequently” instantiate one or 
another group of the preexisting universals, and as a result have this or 
that nature. This is also a “two-realms” doctrine. There is the abstract 
realm of instantiatible universals, standing complete in itself, and then 
there is the concrete world of particulars, perhaps arranged according to 
God’s creative plan. However, since universals are independently 
existing abstract entities, which give concrete things their natures when 
they are instantiated, universals cannot themselves be ontologically 
dependent on anything in the realm of particularity, including God. But 
this breaks with the fundamental characterization of God as the source of 
all being. God must already have a nature in order to create, i.e. manifest 
His Will in the generation of other beings. But according to the view that 
God’s Attributes are universals, in order that God have a nature He must 
instantiate a certain range of universals, namely those constitutive of that 
nature. And this requires the ontologically prior existence of the 
universals themselves. Hence universals are themselves not ontologically 
dependent on God Himself. In a certain sense this amounts to the denial 
of the existence of God, at least if we take seriously the characterization 
of God as the source of all being.  

These reflections help to further motivate the basic picture of 
Coming to Understanding. If God is the source of all being then the eide 
must be ontologically dependent on him, and so must be particular rather 
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than universal. If God is to be the source of all being then God must in 
some way be the source of the eide. They must emanate from God, and it 
is only by giving a systematic account of this pattern of emanation that 
we can determine in broad terms which things are eide.  

In this way we arrive at a God-centered account of the nature-
conferrers, which make for the real—or “non-constructed”—similarities 
among things. We need not suppose in the fashion of Armstrong that 
only a reductionist or scientistic world-view will provide an account of 
the nature-conferrers, which make for the real similarities among things. 
Indeed, as Coming to Understanding makes clear, it is only by reflecting 
on the emanation of the eide understood as attributes of God that we can 
discern just which elements in the conceptual framework of science are 
good candidates to be among the eide! 
 It is by imitating aspects or attributes of God’s nature, or by their 
being parts of those attributes, that non-eidetic particulars come to have 
real “non-constructed” natures of their own, and exhibit real 
resemblances. It is thus God’s attributes which are the genuine nature-
conferrers for non-eidetic particulars. So it is only by reflecting on God’s 
attributes in a systematic way that we can discover the real similarities 
among non-eidetic particulars. The solution to the so-called “problem of 
universals” thus reinforces the God-centered character of metaphysics.  
 Notice the importance of insisting that the eide are not 
substitutes for an abundant stock of universals in a general semantic 
theory of predication. If what it meant to predicate “Choosing” of 
someone was to assert that the person in a certain way imitated the eide 
Choosing then this would be a perfectly general semantic fact. What it 
would mean to predicate “Choosing” of God would then be to assert that 
God imitates the eide Choosing. But God does no such thing. God has 
Choosing as an emanated aspect of his nature, as an attribute. And these 
attributes are the eide, imitation of which or being the parts of which, 
confers real “non-constructed” natures on non-eidetic particulars. Instead 
of a general semantic theory of predication, we have a local ontological 
account of nature-conferring by imitation and parthood.  
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How General is the Matter/Form Distinction? 
 
Why think that every eidos, including formal eide such as The Godhead, 
should display hylomorphic structure, and so be further divisible into 
matter and form? As Zimmerman notes, on the original Aristotelian 
conception of matter and form, while the matter of a thing exhibits 
hylomorphic structure all the way down, the form of a thing would not be 
thought to be further divisible into matter and form. Of course, Aristotle 
rejected Plato’s eide, so we have nothing to go on, one way or the other, 
as to whether he would have applied the matter/form distinction to the 
eide. History aside, Zimmerman himself is not persuaded that the 
matter/form distinction is of quite general application, pertaining to all 
particulars, even to the eide. Part of this is due to the previously 
discussed confusions about universals, which lead him to think that the 
eide must be particulars in name only, or must count as particular only by 
mere stipulation. In this vein he writes:  

 
The basis of Ammonius’s eduction of universal hylomorphic 
structure is his axiomatic claim that everything is particular. But 
recall the sense in which an eidos that plays the resemblance-
making role is a particular: it is caused to exist, and it is not part 
of a plentitudinous theory of resemblance-makers. Beyond that 
fact, the eide, as they figured in Part 1, appeared much like the 
universals of other metaphysical systems; they (or some of them, 
at any rate) satisfy the universal-like sides of the distinctions (i), 
(ii), and (iii). So Ammonius’s eduction only goes through if 
matter-form structure is somehow required by a thing’s (a) 
depending upon God, and (b) not being part of a plenitude of 
resemblance-makers.  

I do not, however, see any connection between 
Ammonius’s two criteria for particularity, on the one hand, and 
matter-form structure, on the other. What is it about simply being 
caused to exist (in one or another sense of “cause”) that demands 
divisibility into matter and form? The history of philosophy is 
replete with metaphysical theories that would reject the implied 
connection…. Even Aristotle, and metaphysicians who borrow a 
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matter-form distinction from Aristotle, will typically allow for 
created things that are not further divisible into matter and form. 
Examples would include Thomistic souls (which are created 
forms, and not further divisible into form and matter), and 
universals-conceived-of-as-Divine-Ideas (which, though 
dependent upon God, also do not divide naturally into form and 
matter; they are not modifications of a passive, divine, mental 
stuff). If ubiquitous hylomorphic structure is to be supported by 
the particularity of everything, in Ammonius’s very special sense 
of “particularity”, he must say a good deal more about the 
connection between dependency and sparseness, on the one 
hand, and matter-form construction, on the other. 
 

Clearly, this is just a puzzle that Zimmerman has made for himself by 
supposing that the particularity of the eide simply reduces to (a) 
dependence on God and (b) not being part of a plenitude of resemblance-
makers. These are not, as he puts it, “criteria of particularity” but features 
of each of the eide, which are also themselves particular. The fact that 
the matter/form distinction applies to the eide follows from their being 
particulars, or more specifically metaphysically genuine particulars, and 
not from their being either (a) dependent on God or (b) not part of a 
plenitude of resemblance makers.  

Metaphysical particulars or, equivalently, metaphysically 
genuine particulars—as stated in Principle 1 at the beginning of Part 2—
include the parts of one or another material eidos, the eide themselves, 
and God. These are contrasted with constructed particulars, which are 
parts of, or groups of, metaphysical particulars that appear to operate (in 
one respect or another) as one thing. So, for example, a self is a 
constructed particular consisting of two genuine metaphysical 
particulars: a cognitive agent and a physical agent. These are 
concatenated together in a self-image, which treats them as one thing. 
This is typical of the way in which the unity of a constructed particular 
comes from without; it derives from our patterns of thinking about things, 
its constituents are concatenated together in some conception we have. 
There are equally good constructions that vary in myriad ways from any 
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given constructed entity. We need only articulate them in thought or 
language in order to make them salient.  

 
By contrast, each genuine metaphysical particular is a genuine 

unity, not a mere collection of parts that falls under one of our singular 
concepts, and so appears as a unity relative to our cognitive style of 
demarcating objects. A metaphysical particular is a unity in itself, which 
any adequate conceptual scheme would have to recognize. The genuine 
unity of a metaphysical particular makes it the particular that it is, set 
over against particulars. This unity lies in its nature, and is not imposed 
by a scheme or conception.  

As Coming to Understanding urges early in Part 1, Aristotle’s 
hylomorphism is not to be construed as a primitive and long-outdated 
anticipation of modern natural science, and hence as a simple-minded 
attempt to explain what happens in the world. A better interpretation of 
hylomorphism is to see the matter/form analysis as an account of the 
unity of any particular, an account of what makes it one thing rather than 
a mere collection of parts. The doctrine of hylomorphism is best 
understood as an attempt for each genuine entity to answer the question 
of what makes that entity a unified particular set over and against other 
unified particulars. What are the particular’s complex elements, and how 
do they hang together? Thus matter and form are aspects of a complete 
answer to a specific metaphysical question of what makes this particular 
thing the unified thing that it is.  

Now, perhaps in the case of constructed particulars the 
obligation to explain the unity of a given particular can be discharged by 
referring to our cognitive style of demarcating entities. But there is more 
to the unity of a genuine metaphysical particular than this. And so, on the 
interpretation of the four (indeed of the six) causes presented in Coming 
to Understanding, all genuine metaphysical particulars must admit of a 
hylomorphic analysis, and hence of further division into matter and form. 
Since the eide are among the genuine particulars, they too must admit of 
a hylomorphic analysis. This is the source of the fact that the matter/form 
distinction applies to the eide themselves. 
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Let me sum up once again the motivation for applying matter 
and form, and indeed, the other causes to all genuine metaphysical 
particulars. This is that such particulars are intrinsically individuated by 
their own properties; they are not individuated externally by our 
cognitive style of demarcating entities; they are individuated by their 
forms, matters, efficient causes, and so on.  
 
 
The Whitehead Charge 
 
One theme that runs through much of Zimmerman’s review of Coming to 
Understanding arises from what he takes to be a certain threat to any 
philosophical approach that coins new terminology or that creatively 
changes already accepted terminology. Zimmerman warns that “one 
mustn’t go too far,” and he writes: 
 

Whitehead’s Process Philosophy, in its full-blown form, 
arguably did just that: “actual entities”, “actual occasions”, 
“concrescence”, “prehension” … after awhile, only a few true 
believers claim to be able to make sense of the whole system. 
For the rest of us, the new taxonomy Whitehead introduces is too 
alien, too poorly understood in its own right, for it to cast light 
upon the metaphysical problems it is supposed to solve; the 
capacity of Whitehead’s system to really explain anything has, 
for us, evaporated. 

 
Sometimes, as in the case of Whitehead, the philosophical profession—
or much of it—thinks this is what happens. In other cases, such as that of 
Kant, an equally forbidding, alien, and invented terminology, is 
nevertheless embraced by a large proportion of the field. Presumably 
there are cases in the middle. Perhaps Heidegger is one of those. 
 It is clear that Zimmerman fears this to be the fate of Coming to 
Understanding. For he charges that central notions such as “matter,” 
“form,” “efficient cause” and so on, are stretched beyond their normal 
philosophical usages. He claims that the general discussion of these 
notions offered in Coming to Understanding do not illuminate the 
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particular applications of them to the eide, and he claims further that the 
specific eductions, or most of them, provide little by way of clear 
examples for how these notions are to be applied. 
 I grant that there are aspects of the eductions that many will find 
unclear. Coming to Understanding, however, is a work in progress. That 
is the point of my repeatedly stressing the fallibilism that is built into the 
system. A side effect of this, of course, is some unclarity or difficulty 
with the concepts employed. I do claim, in addition, that the 
diagrammatic constraints on the eductions are a crucial part of how we 
are to understand “matter,” “form,” and so on, as these notions are 
applied in the system described in Coming to Understanding. The 
situation is analogous to the physical sciences, where the kinds of 
constraints that mathematics places on physical concepts in scientific 
theories, e.g., quantum mechanics, is compatible with the professionals 
in that area, even quite able ones, denying that they fully understand the 
concepts in play. The on-going-in-progress success of a system of 
concepts does not require that they be fully understood at any one time. 
 
 
Evaluating the Ethical Outlook of Coming to Understanding  
 
I turn now to Zimmerman’s worries about the ethical outlook of Coming 
to Understanding. These worries are driven in large part by (i) the 
conflict he sees between that ethical outlook and conventional morality, 
and (ii) the grounding role that Coming to Understanding assigns to 
metaphysics relative to ethics.  

P. F. Strawson famously made a distinction between descriptive 
metaphysics, which characterizes the implied ontology of our conceptual 
scheme, and revisionary metaphysics, which argues for a new 
ontological conception on the basis of first principles and novel 
systematic resolutions of conflict that arise within the implied ontology 
of our conceptual scheme. Many philosophers are now comfortable with 
the fact that an adequate metaphysics will revise the implied ontology to 
some considerable extent. Many would agree with some form of the 
thesis that most of the objects of our thought and talk are “constructed” 
entities, which owe their salience not to their ontological status but to our 
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cognitive style of demarcating entities. It was this frame of mind, which 
led Bertrand Russell to stigmatize the implied ontology of our conceptual 
scheme as “the metaphysics of the stone age”. Russell’s idea was that our 
conceptual scheme was not developed to adequately limn the structure of 
reality; it is instead an accumulation of rules of thumb for practical 
dealings with the variety of situations our remote ancestors encountered. 
Our remote ancestors were selected in part on the basis of the success of 
these practically vindicated rules. So the rules themselves, and their 
obvious consequences, which appear to govern how things must be, will 
even now initially seem to us to deeply intuitive, even undeniable. 
Nevertheless, a little work in ontology quickly shows up cracks and 
fissures in this comfortable outlook, particularly when that work is 
guided by a systematic attempt to answer the hard questions of what is 
ontologically fundamental, and hence of what is ontologically dependent 
on what.  
 For example, in defending the “common sense” ontology, some 
philosophers have supposed that their identity over time as selves is, as 
Bishop Butler put it, “perfect and complete”. That is to say that whether 
my self exists at some future time is a fundamental metaphysical fact that 
does not admit of degree or of vagueness, and is never susceptible to 
merely conventional determination. Against this, the detailed reflections 
on the structure of ontological dependence provided in Coming to 
Understanding suggest that the self is not a metaphysically genuine 
particular, but rather a constructed entity consisting of a cognitive agent 
and a physical agent. On this view, the self is an entity demarcated by a 
person’s self-image, and not by the underlying joints of fundamental 
reality. As Derek Parfit and others have pointed out, such a discovery 
cannot help but have profound effects on our understanding of ethics.  

While many metaphysicians have repudiated the “metaphysics of 
the stone age” a pervasive conservatism rules in philosophical ethics, 
where the ambition seems to be to explicate and defend “common sense” 
or conventional morality, despite its obvious roots in the “morals of the 
stone age”. The great exception to this conservative tendency, of course, 
is philosophical Utilitarianism, which consists of three theses, what is 
sometimes called Practical Teleology, what is sometimes called 
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Universalism, and what is sometimes called Hedonism or Eudaimonism, 
depending on the version it takes. 

 
Practical Teleology: An action is right to the extent that it 
promotes the greatest good.  
 
Universalism: The greatest good is to be measured by the good 
conferred on all persons, with each counting equally. 
 
Hedonism/Eudaimonism: A person’s good consists in his 
enjoying a predominance of pleasure over pain/happiness over 
unhappiness. 
 

By combining these three principles we arrive at the canonical 
formulation of Utilitarianism in either its hedonistic or eudaimonistic 
form. 
 

Utilitarianism: An action is right to the extent that it promotes 
the predominance of pleasure over pain/happiness over 
unhappiness with each person counting equally.   

  
Utilitarianism first emerged in the work of Jeremy Bentham as a 
revisionary principle to be applied to “morals and legislation”. Bentham 
offered a quasi-scientistic defense of the hedonistic element in his 
Utilitarianism, namely that while the concepts of right and wrong were 
obscure and hard to pin down, pleasure and pain were matters of fact 
easily ascertained and widely agreed upon. But to the extent that 
Utilitarianism focuses more plausibly on happiness and unhappiness the 
alleged “scientific precision” of Utilitarianism is no longer a good 
argument for it. The remaining argument is this: the point of action is to 
secure the good, so an action is good of its sort just to the extent that it 
promotes the good; but for an action to be good of its sort is for it to be 
right. In short form, the argument is that when acting you cannot go 
wrong if you aim to promote, and actually promote, the best state of 
affairs.  
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As many have pointed out, this remaining argument is not an 
argument for Utilitarianism per se, but simply an argument for Practical 
Teleology, the definition of the rightness of an action in terms of its 
tendency to promote the good. Only this practical teleological aspect of 
Utilitarianism should be endorsed by a God-centered ethics of the sort 
propounded in Coming to Understanding. For a God-centered ethics is 
an ethics focused on what benefits God and not on what benefits the 
greatest number of persons overall, with each person counting equally. 
So a God-centered ethics will obviously deny 

 
Universalism: The greatest good is to be measured by the good 
conferred on all persons, with each counting equally. 

 
since this principle obliterates the distinction of value between creature 
and creator. As noted earlier, to the extent that this principle is at the 
heart of common sense ethics, common sense ethics represents a form of 
idolatry of human persons, placing them on the same level as God.  

Moreover, an ethics based on the metaphysically distinguished 
process of coming to understanding, which is in effect also God’s 
coming to self-understanding, will not make either pleasure or happiness 
central to the determination of what is right. Such an ethics will therefore 
also reject  

 
Hedonism/Eudaimonism: A person’s good consists in his 
enjoying a predominance of pleasure over pain/happiness over 
unhappiness. 

 
For whether a person experiences pleasure or happiness is quite 
arbitrarily related to whether he or she is contributing to the promotion of 
coming to understanding. So the ethical outlook of Coming to 
Understanding is consistently teleological without being either 
universalist or pleasure/happiness-based. It is based on the good of God 
rather than the good of man. This is why right action is identified with 
pious action, action that aims to serve the will of God. The will of God, 
namely his own coming to self-understanding, defines what is good. And 
so, it is an upshot of the metaphysics of Coming to Understanding that 
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the concept of an act’s being good and the concept of its being pious, 
though different concepts, are one and the same in extension.  
 This also helps us to characterize in metaphysically adequate 
terms what it is to be a good person. How far a person’s behavior is in 
accord with his divinely ordained purpose determines the degree of 
goodness, and hence the rightness or wrongness of his behavior. A good 
person is one whose pattern of choices is pious—that is, sufficiently in 
accord with the will of God. 
 
 
Zimmerman’s Objections to the Ethical Outlook 
 
Zimmerman objects that this ethical outlook does not entail or “recover 
conventional morality” and that in some cases “moral enormities [by the 
standards of conventional morality] would be justified” in the name of 
promoting the good. As for the recovery of conventional morality, this is 
no more a proper constraint on a metaphysically grounded ethics than is 
the recovery of the metaphysics of the stone age from the true 
revisionary metaphysics. (Zimmerman also objects to grounding ethics in 
metaphysics, but as we shall soon see this objection involves a confusion 
of epistemological and metaphysical factors.)  

One way to see that the constraint of recovering conventional 
morality from the true metaphysics is misplaced is to see that just in 
virtue of endorsing Practical Teleology, as any God-centered ethics 
must, an ethical outlook must inevitably be at odds with conventional 
morality.  
 Rigorously interpreted, conventional morality regards its moral 
rules as absolute side-constraints on the pursuit of the good, however that 
good is conceived. Not only can you not murder someone for the benefit 
of the greatest number; you cannot murder someone, say a crime boss, to 
prevent a host of murders. Not only can you not lie to promote a worthy 
end; you cannot lie, say to a con man, to entrap him legally so that he 
will no longer mislead others with his lies. Conventional morality says: 
there is the pursuit of the good and there is morality, and these are quite 
different things. Morality concerns the permissibility, or better the non-
permissibility, of using certain means in pursuit of any good. Murder, 
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lying, etc. are just not permissible means in the pursuit of any good, no 
matter what that good is.  
 That sounds very high-minded and serious, except that this 
rigorist interpretation, which authoritarian parents often promote when 
instructing their children, is hard to sustain in the face of the actual facts 
of moral life. So the rigorist interpretation of morality often goes with the 
notion that certain lies are not really lies but only “white lies”, and 
certain morally shady killings, like the congressionally sanctioned 
assassination of those who threaten our way of life, are “not really” 
murders. Perhaps a more clearheaded account of conventional morality is 
that it aspires to do two inconsistent things at once; (i) present, largely 
for pedagogical purposes, its own moral rules as providing absolute and 
inviolable side constraints on the pursuit of any good, and (ii) also have 
an “emergency powers act” for the cases where the costs of hewing to 
these constraints are enormous. So it is sometimes said, more 
clearheadedly, that we should lie to the threatening madman at the door 
who asks us whether we have a gun in the house, and that the allies were 
justified in the terror bombing of Germany even though it targeted 
civilians and thereby violated the rules of war. No one should pursue 
justice if the whole world would perish as a result.  
 Whether or not conventional morality is thereby actually 
inconsistent, it should be clear enough that the embedded view of moral 
rules as absolute side-constraints is itself at odds with 

 
Practical Teleology: An action is right to the extent that it 
promotes the greatest good.  

 
For according to Practical Teleology the only court of appeal in 
defending the rightness of an action is the court that considers only the 
goodness of the consequences of the action. (An act is objectively right if 
it does in fact promote the greatest good, and subjectively right if this 
was the agent’s aim.) Given Practical Teleology, the moral rules of 
conventional morality do not define rightness and wrongness; they are at 
best generally correct but exception-ridden rules of thumb for pursuing 
what is in fact good. Thus there is an inevitable conflict between any 
Practical Teleology and a central element of conventional morality.  
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 Given that Practical Teleology is a consequence of a God-
centered ethics, it follows that there will be an inevitable conflict 
between a God-centered ethics and conventional morality. So 
Zimmerman’s constraint, namely that an ethical outlook should recover 
conventional morality, is not a reasonable constraint to impose on a God-
centered ethics. 
 To this we may add something that is covered quite extensively 
in Coming to Understanding, and which is akin to what Utilitarians say 
about conventional morality. Many of the rules of conventional morality 
are good rules of thumb in social institutional settings in the sense that 
following them will avoid seriously debilitating problems in achieving 
the true good of increasing understanding. And as the text emphasizes, 
we are made to function in social institutions, from small institutions like 
marriage and the family to the wider wholes that include them. So the 
rules of conventional morality are valid for the most part.  
 That, after all, should not be so shocking a thing to say, even 
from the point of view of conventional morality. For the very existence 
within conventional morality of an “emergency powers act” is a kind of 
recognition that the moral rules, the general principles of permissibility 
and impermissibility, cannot be totally exceptionless!  
 As for Zimmerman’s particular examples of what he supposes to 
be moral enormities (the unfair tenure letter, etc.) wrongly permitted by 
the God-centered account of ethics, the friend of Practical Teleology 
should here take another feather from the cap of the Utilitarian and insist 
that these will only count as permissible relative to certain assumptions 
about the side consequences of such acts, as those consequences actually 
ramify through the various institutions we inhabit. Given the actual 
psychology of human beings, we cannot expect them to explicitly 
mobilize around directly promoting Divine self-understanding, nor can 
we (even more absurdly) expect the taxpayers of New Jersey to explicitly 
valorize the metaphysicians in their midst. People serve God by decently 
working through the intermediate institutions they inhabit, according to 
their appropriate level of understanding and sophistication. And, as 
already noted, decently working through these institutions involves 
taking common understandings and conventional moral rules seriously. 
Nor can we violate them without eroding our common commitment to 
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these rules, whose directions are for the most part correct. (That is one 
reason among many why Zimmerman should not falsify the tenure-letter 
to block the advance of the anti-metaphysical philosopher.)  
 This is just to re-iterate the point made in the very passage that 
Zimmerman himself quotes from Part 4, namely 
 

A key part of being functional human persons, therefore, is that 
one is able to perform in the context of such groups. Many of the 
virtues and vices [of conventional morality] can be justified by 
the mere fact that if human persons are to function successfully 
within groups, they need to behave towards one another in ways 
that allow the group to operate as a unit — as a self — as well as 
allow everyone to function successfully within the group. 
Virtues such as “justice,” “humility,” “patience,” and vices such 
as “arrogance,” “hatred,” and “laziness,” often express solutions 
and problems (respectively) either in the successful functioning 
of a group as a self or in the successful functioning of individuals 
within that group. 
 
These observations seem to pass from view when Zimmerman 

oddly objects that it follows that we only have moral obligations when 
we are on the job, and indeed only when we on the job in the 
metaphysics seminar. Zimmerman is here reading an unacceptable 
intellectualism into the ethical outlook of Coming to Understanding; he 
reads it as only valorizing metaphysical research, thereby neglecting the 
work’s firm emphasis on the interconnectedness of institutional roles. So 
he is led to write such things as this: 

 
Ammonius connects institution-building with God’s Will in an 
interesting way. Many metaphysical facts are too complex and 
numerous for individual minds to know; but, in principle, a large 
enough institutional Person could go further than its individuals 
would get, working independently—in terms of the complexity 
of what is known, and in sheer volume. But this generates moral 
norms that directly apply only while at work, and only when 
working in institutions that promote metaphysics. 
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This fails to take into account the deep interconnectedness of institutions 
and the way they serve each other’s ends when they are functioning 
properly. As Coming to Understanding emphasizes, genuinely pious 
contributions do not have to be intellectual achievements. There are 
many essential functions that have to be performed if an institution is to 
become a Person, or contribute to a meta-institution’s becoming a 
Person. Very few institutions have metaphysics as their explicit goal, and 
most people will never have the opportunity to participate in one of 
them. Nonetheless each can serve God’s will by conscientiously and 
decently attending to his or her “station and its duties” as F.H. Bradley 
put it. These themes were heavily emphasized in Coming to 
Understanding, particularly in passages like the following: 

 
We have uncritically inherited the idea from many sources that 
certain vocations are intrinsically higher or more valuable in and 
of themselves, independent of the ends to which they are 
directed. So the philosopher looks down on the scientist, the 
scientist looks down on the entrepreneur-businessman, the 
entrepreneur-businessman looks down on the professional doctor 
or lawyer, professionals look down on office workers, office 
workers look down on janitors, etc.—all in endless attempts to 
shore up the inevitable insecurities that are produced by a system 
of prestige and reward that is not sufficiently aware of the vast 
variety of ways that various job-activities actually facilitate 
God’s Will. Indeed, the janitor and the sanitary worker may save 
more lives than doctors by protecting us from germs and disease; 
they may thereby be more effective servants of God simply in 
virtue of the sheer numbers of Persons they enable to 
survive…In a very real sense, focusing on the goal of 
institutional awareness of God, God’s Attributes, and other real 
metaphysical particulars democratizes the activity of facilitating 
coming to understanding. It is not a process to be engaged in by 
lonely philosophers, by a small oligarchy of wise men, or by 
scientists and scholars engaged in pure research. It is something 
in which a whole community must be involved. This means that 
whatever people do to facilitate coming to understanding, 
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according to their abilities, is good. And this includes not only 
directly increasing the awareness of institutions, but also helping 
to build and maintain the infrastructure of all the communal 
institutions in which we collectively participate. Plumbing, 
waste-removal, the construction of highways, computer 
programming, agriculture, scientific research, child-rearing, 
education, and the like are all ways that people function valuably 
to facilitate coming to understanding. 
 
These consequences of Practical Teleology should be no 

surprise; what determines both the rightness of a specific act and the 
piety of a person is the contribution he, she or (in the case of an 
institution) it makes to the realization of the good. In determining a 
person’s degree of piety, it is not conscious awareness of the realization 
of the good that is crucial, or even particularly important. This same 
logical structure remains in place when the good is properly identified 
with God’s coming to self-understanding. What determines a person’s 
degree of piety is his or her or its contribution to God’s coming to self-
understanding; not the person’s intellectual grasp of the metaphysical 
structure of God’s nature.  
 
 
Are There Incommensurable Goods and Evils? 
 
As Zimmerman notes, when an individual person’s life is complete or 
when an institutional person’s spatio-temporal spread is complete, there 
is a sort of reckoning which is loosely analogous to judgment after 
death—what is called the “particular judgment” of the soul in the Judeo-
Christian tradition. Now that the unified spatio-temporal footprint of the 
individual person or the institutional person is complete, the question 
arises as to whether the person was on balance good or bad, by the 
standard of contributing to the promotion of God’s will. If the person 
was on balance good, then the person has become a Person, and thus has 
a soul. That soul’s cognitive achievements, in so far as they represent 
adequate knowledge of metaphysical truths, become a part of God’s 
consciousness and hence achieve a kind of eternity in the mind of God. 
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Here there is a strong affinity between the doctrine of Coming to 
Understanding and Spinoza’s surrogate for immortality presented in the 
Part 5 of the Ethics, especially at and around the famous Proposition 23 
of Part 5, viz. “The human mind is not completely destroyed with the 
body, but there remains some part of it which is eternal.” But according 
to the doctrine of Coming to Understanding this is only true of those 
minds, or more exactly of those persons, who are on balance good.  
 Zimmerman has a clever objection here: he asks “What if there 
are incommensurable goods and evils? In that case, “on balance” would 
not be applicable.” To fill out Zimmerman’s thought a little, consider 
what some offer as incommensurable goods, namely beauty and 
understanding. The achievement of great beauty and the achievement of 
great understanding may be more than hard to commensurate, there may 
be no good scale on which to measure or compare them together. So a 
life that has suppressed one at the cost of promoting the other may be 
neither good nor bad on balance. Does it then have a soul associated with 
it or does it not?  
 The response to this objection is that on the God-based 
conception of goodness, absolutely everything is evaluated as good or 
bad in terms of the extent to which it promotes coming to understanding. 
All goods are therefore commensurable on this view. So Zimmerman’s 
problem does not arise in the form in which he envisages it. Of course, it 
could be that in a given circumstance there are ties; two different acts A 
and B could promote coming to understanding to the same degree. But 
then Practical Teleology tells us that they are both equally right, and 
hence both equally permissible. There is no air of paradox here.  
 However, Zimmerman raises other concerns about the “one iota 
above 50%” suggestion, in particular, he mentions that there are other 
alternatives. He writes: 
 

Consider a person who starts out well-meaning and innocent and 
industrious, and who gradually becomes a cynical, nasty, vicious 
character. So long as the early part of his life outweighs the later 
part of it, be it ever so slightly, he gets to be a soul. But does it 
not seem that there is a kind of intrinsic goodness to moral 
growth? The life of a person who is growing in virtuous 
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characteristics, and shedding vices, should—one might think—
get a kind of “value-boost” over a person with the self-same 
virtues and vices, possessed to the same degree over a period of 
the same length but “in reverse”. (The first person exemplifies 
what Brentano called the “bonum progressionis”, the latter the 
“malum regressus”.) 
 

Zimmerman also raises this issue: 
 

Why does God get to know everything (at least every 
metaphysically important thing) that a person knew, so long as 
they were, on balance good? Why not say that, when a person is 
displaying vices, anything the person knows only at that time is 
“blocked” from becoming part of God’s consciousness; God 
only knows what the person knows when he or she is being 
virtuous. This would seem to be in keeping with the notion that 
God’s mind, though it is a sort of function of our minds, is, 
unlike ours, without moral blemish. 

 
These are good suggestions, and perhaps it is the case that the “one iota 
above 50%” criterion should be rethought. Let me, however, offer this 
response to the “trajectory-insensitivity” of the criterion I have urged. 
This is that I concede that we certainly feel that there is a moral 
difference between two characters, one with a downward trajectory in 
moral worthiness the other with an upward trajectory in moral 
worthiness, but who are otherwise exactly the same. However, it should 
also be clear that from God’s point of view, the result upon the 
completion of these lives is nevertheless the same. Furthermore, there are 
reasons to think that the “otherwise exactly the same” condition is not 
being honored when we feel this moral difference. Consider the two 
cases. Because the memories of the two individuals are not the same, 
what we would describe as their realizations about what they are doing 
will not be the same either. The individual with an upward trajectory has 
the experience of wresting him or herself free from earlier immoral 
habits, and of achieving moral growth. The other individual, on the 
contrary, has the experience of losing sight of what he or she knew 
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earlier. These “experiences” cannot but have an effect on the actions of 
these individuals. In short, I submit that the “all things being equal” 
clause crucial to Zimmerman’s counter-example, is one that may be 
impossible to meet. 
 That said, I like Zimmerman’s second suggestion, that 
refinements are needed on what God becomes conscious of with respect 
to a soul. Perhaps it is true that God only knows what a person knows 
when that person is being virtuous. 
 
 
Should We Seek to Ground Ethics in Metaphysics? 

 
At the end of his piece, Zimmerman raises what would be the deepest 
objection if it could be made to work, the objection that we should not 
look to ground ethics in metaphysics. Recall that while many 
metaphysicians have repudiated the “metaphysics of the stone age” a 
certain conservatism nonetheless rules in philosophical ethics. The 
ambition seems to be to explicate and defend “common sense” or 
conventional morality, despite its obvious roots in the “morals of the 
stone age”. If we are prompted to revise significantly the implied 
ontology of our everyday conceptual scheme, as Monism and 
Generalized Hylomorphism suggest, then we have no choice but to 
examine the consequences of this revision for our ethical outlook. Hence 
the suggestion made in Part 4 of the main text:  

 
The only sufficiently rigorous procedure is to first ground 
morality in metaphysics. Only then can one see clearly enough 
the status of our various moral intuitions about vices and virtues, 
where these intuitions are merely conventional, and where they 
are of enduring value. Only then can one discern which should 
be kept and which should be discarded.  
  

Zimmerman explicitly rejects this approach, and he tries to drive a wedge 
between it and something of which he approves, namely “to try to reach 
reflective equilibrium within the body of one’s metaphysical and ethical 
beliefs.” Achieving reflective equilibrium is adjusting one’s beliefs to the 
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extent required to achieve overall plausibility, consistency and mutual 
supportiveness among all of those beliefs. Many, like Zimmerman, seem 
to regard reflective equilibrium as an inherently conservative process, 
like adjusting to a suit that does not quite fit; you suck it in a little here, 
and you let out the waist and the shoulders a little there. Thus he writes 
that “reflective equilibrium is consistent with allowing one’s deepest 
ethical convictions to trump metaphysical intuitions”.  

That is right: reflective equilibrium is consistent with this moral 
conservatism, but it does not entail that conventional morality will be 
conserved in all of its details. After all, reflective equilibrium is not a 
once-and-for-all-time matter, our beliefs change over time under the 
impact of perception, inference as well as the construction of hypotheses 
and their evaluation, and we are then required to bring our new set of 
beliefs into reflective equilibrium. But if the resulting input from 
metaphysics is sufficiently radical or revisionary then a correspondingly 
deep revision in our ethical outlook may well be required in order to 
bring the totality of our beliefs into reflective equilibrium!  

Notice that by this point in the discussion Zimmerman has 
already made his objections against the revisionary aspects of the 
metaphysics presented in Coming to Understanding. He is now making 
another, more general argument, namely that since that we are only 
required by reason to bring our beliefs into reflective equilibrium there 
can be no overturning of conventional morality by metaphysics, and 
hence no real grounding of an alternative ethical outlook in a revisionary 
metaphysics. But this argument will only work if we disbar the 
possibility of a deep revision in our ordinary metaphysical beliefs, such 
as the revision developed and defended in Coming to Understanding. 
Reflective equilibrium, especially when it is understood diachronically—
that is as operating across time as our beliefs change—is not inherently 
conservative.  

It is not, as Zimmerman puts it, that  
 
For Ammonius, grounding morality in metaphysics means 
discarding “conventional morality” and recovering whatever one 
can of conventional moral principles by justifying them on 
metaphysical grounds. (my italics)  
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It is rather that the revisions prompted in our ethical beliefs by the 
requirement of reflective equilibrium will be in a certain way tailored to 
the revised metaphysical beliefs we have taken on board. In Bertrand 
Russell’s terms, “the morals of the stone age”, and its conventional 
descendents, will not survive the jettisoning of “the metaphysics of the 
stone age”.  

The fact of ethical disagreement, even over the cardinal virtues 
such a chastity and courage, along with the hodge-podge of vices and 
virtues hallowed by our conventional ethical judgments are relevant here 
because they serve as reminders of the historically shaky and often dark 
origins of conventional morality, and urge us to think again about 
morality’s real foundation.  

Zimmerman notes that Utilitarianism is also a revisionary ethical 
theory and wonders what is to be said against it.  

 
Granted, no tidy moral theory has completely won the day, 
revealing a deep unity to our intuitions about right and wrong; 
but several moral theories have offered theories that do purport 
to reveal a theoretical deep structure to morality, and diverge 
only in extreme cases from the judgments about morality most of 
us tend, instinctively, to make. Consequentialist theories, such as 
varieties of utilitarianism, are certainly still going concerns; 
virtue-theories are being developed; and Kantians have made a 
real comeback. Why does Ammonius reject all these attempts to 
display ethical norms as more than a “hodge-podge”? 
Utilitarianism does not, I believe, get a mention.  

 
This is quite right; that was a glaring omission. I hope I have now said 
enough above to indicate why the Practical Teleology built into 
Utilitarianism is acceptable, while both Universalism and 
Hedonism/Eudaimonism are not.  

I am further intrigued by Zimmerman’s reminder to the effect 
that “Serious attempts to unify the virtues have been made, and not all 
will be “deeply undercut by recent discoveries in empirical 
psychology… because not all are intended to ground morality in a purely 
naturalistically definable notion of “flourishing”. He mentions Linda 
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Zagzebski’s virtue ethics, articulated in her Divine Motivation Theory. I 
have no hostility towards this kind of project at all. If it were properly 
carried out it would systematize a set of virtues and vices in terms of how 
those dispositions of character by and large serve God’s will, given the 
actual context of human lives. Zagzebski and I may disagree about the 
content of God’s will, but the structure of her project is entirely 
sympathetic to the suggestions made earlier. A God-centered Teleologist 
can justify a derivative system of virtues and vices in a way that is 
isomorphic to the Practical Teleologist’s justification of exception-
tolerating moral rules.  

What should not be a matter of dispute between Zimmerman and 
me is that if the content of God’s will is as it is argued to be in Coming to 
Understanding then the resultant list of good and bad dispositions of 
character—virtues and vices—may be quite different from the list 
provided by conventional morality. For something counts as a good 
disposition of character or a “virtue” only if it disposes one to acts which 
promote God’s will. 

Here again, in these conservative remarks of Zimmerman’s, I 
detect a certain complacency of the kind that emerged in his discussion 
of universals. Just as he assumed that we can just add the ontology of 
universals to a God-centered metaphysics, he assumes that we can 
deduce something like conventional morality from a God-centered 
ethical outlook. Zimmerman appears to underestimate both the 
metaphysical and the ethical effects of God-centeredness.  

Perhaps the problem here is exacerbated by the baleful influence 
of Kant’s moral theory. (Zimmerman himself asks why Kant’s ethical 
theory does not get more discussion in Coming to Understanding.) Kant 
puts persons “outside of time” and claims that our noumenal nature 
makes us morally considerable, indeed beings of “infinite worth” that 
generate absolute side-constraints on the pursuit of any good. (Here Kant 
is emphasizing the rigorist interpretation of ordinary morality, and deftly 
omitting discussion of the “emergency powers act”.) But as metaphysical 
reflection reveals, we are not beings of infinite worth; to suppose that we 
are is to idolatrously put finite persons on a par with the Divine Person. 
Kant is often lazily regarded as recovering the Christian ethical outlook 
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within a secular philosophical framework, but that is a contradiction in 
terms if the Christian ethical outlook is truly God-centered.  
 No doubt it is my fault, but Zimmerman also misunderstands the 
minor role of the remark about moral disagreement. It is not meant to 
threaten the objectivity of ordinary moral claims, but rather to remind us 
of the conflicted origins of ordinary morality. Zimmerman is led to 
observe:  

 
In The Abolition of Man, C. S. Lewis argued, with some 
plausibility, that the amount of ethical disagreement across the 
globe and across the millennia, is much less than one might have 
supposed. A persistent theme in philosophical responses to 
arguments for relativism is to point out just how much 
disagreement about what is right and wrong can be attributed to 
differences of opinion about non-moral facts. Often, the source 
of the ethical disagreement is not due to moral disagreement at 
all, but rather to metaphysical disagreements. To take an obvious 
example: two people may agree that, to deprive a thing of a 
future full of value is, prima facie, to do something terribly 
wrong; but they may disagree about the conditions under which 
persons come into and go out of existence, thus differing about 
whether abortion at such-and-such stage deprives anything of a 
future that it would have had. A fair number of “moral” 
disagreements can plausibly be construed as metaphysical, and 
irresoluble not because of failure to agree about morality, but 
failure to agree about metaphysics.  

 
Even putting aside the nearly irrelevant issue of the actual extent of 
moral disagreement, this is not an entirely happy thing for Zimmerman to 
be saying, given that he is so averse to “grounding ethics in 
metaphysics”. For here he is actually observing that derived ethical 
claims are grounded in metaphysical convictions. If the derived claims 
are so grounded, how is it that the more basic claims are immune from 
metaphysical influence? Who can suppose for example that accepting the 
metaphysics of Christianity, for example the doctrines of creation, the 
fall, the incarnation, and the last things, as C.S. Lewis and Zimmerman 
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both do, does not rationally have an immense impact on one’s basic 
ethical outlook? Why should acceptance of the alternative God-centered 
metaphysics of Coming to Understanding not also rationally have an 
immense impact, albeit a different one, on one’s basic ethical outlook? 
Once these obvious points are granted, where is there room left to 
quibble about whether ethics should be “grounded” in metaphysics?  

Zimmerman does have one last argument against grounding 
ethics in metaphysics. He writes:  

 
It seems obvious that, on any sensible way of measuring the 
amount of agreement about substantive matters between two 
bodies of beliefs, there is vastly more agreement among ordinary 
people about right and wrong than there is agreement among 
metaphysicians about metaphysical matters. So,… if ethics needs 
grounding in something more sure, similar considerations ought 
to show that metaphysics needs grounding in something more 
sure. Absent such grounding, metaphysics is not the place to 
look for firmer foundations for ethics.  

 
Neither Zimmerman nor I are prepared to claim that ethics needs 
grounding in something more certain or sure; the tentative fallible claim 
of Coming to Understanding is that we need to revise our metaphysics in 
the direction of a more God-centered conception. Throughout, the results 
are not offered as sure and certain, indeed, the details of the God-
centered view on offer are constantly hedged with remarks to this effect. 
Zimmerman may have his own reasons for doubting the details of the 
God-centered conception on offer; fair enough I say. But what he cannot 
sensibly doubt is that if such a revisionary metaphysics is true then a 
revision of ordinary morality in the direction of a more God-center 
ethical outlook is likely to be rationally required. Zimmerman’s 
discussion here mixes up his motivated skepticism about the details of 
the God-centered conception with a quite unmotivated skepticism about 
the conditional. The relative epistemological status of metaphysics and 
ethics, their relative sureness or certainty, is not to the point.  
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Conclusion 
 
Graham and Zimmerman have raised many interesting objections to the 
thesis and arguments found in Coming to Understanding. In responding 
to those objections various important issues have emerged, but we may 
close with one overarching point. Both Graham and Zimmerman, each in 
their own way, end up balking at the radically God-centered character of 
the metaphysics and ethics of Coming to Understanding. They hope to 
retain something of the man-centered point of view, be it the centrality of 
beauty and style in Graham’s case or the idolatrous universalism of 
conventional morality in the case of Zimmerman. They may naturally 
fear that a radically God-centered metaphysics and ethics, especially one 
which does not go on to flatter humanity in the fashion of Christianity, 
with its doctrine that God became a man, will eclipse human beings by 
treating them as at best mere instruments of the Divine will.  

The fear is understandable, but it is often borne of an antecedent 
hubris, the idea that we are in our own way Gods—ends in ourselves, 
uncaused initiators of action, and fundamental metaphysical items. Any 
developed fundamental metaphysics will inevitably overturn that hubris. 




