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CAN Gob KNoOw M ORE?
A CASE STUDY IN LATE MEDIEVAL DI1SCUSSIONS OF PROPOSITIONS

Susan Brower-Toland

In this paper, | trace the development of a peculiar debate between William
Ockham (d. 1347) and some of his immediate successors at Oxford over the
guestion of whether ‘God can know more than he knows’. Discussion of this
guestion (which begins well before the fourteenth century) has its origin in
specific theological concerns about the compatibility of divine omniscience and
immutability. At the hands of Ockham and his colleagues, however, it comes to
take on much broader philosophical significance. This is because, as they see it,
whether or not God can know more depends entirely on the nature of the entities
which serve as objects of his knowledge. And this, in turn, raises a further
guestion about the nature of objects of propositional attitudes generally—divine
or otherwise. Thus, for Ockham and his successors, this traditional question about
God’s knowledge serves as an occasion for debating issues surrounding the nature
of what we, nowadays, might refer to as ‘propositidrgét, even if it is clear
that these thinkers are addressing issues closely connected to contemporary
debates about propositions, the theories that emerge from their discussion will, no
doubt, strike most contemporary philosophers as rather peculiar (to say the least).
The types of entity Ockham and his colleagues introduce to serve as objects for
propositional attitudes are a far cry from propositions as they are conceivéd now.

! ‘Proposition’ is, of course, a term of art; these days, philosophers use it to designate entities that
play a number of theoretical roles—including not onlydjects of propositional attitudes, but

also (2) truth-bearers, and @eanings of sentences. In what follows I'll be using the expression
‘proposition’ primarily for entities playing the first of these three theoretical roles. As will become
clear, however, Ockham and his colleagues think of the entities that serve as objects of
propositional attitudes as filling some of other roles as well—most notably that of truth-bearer.
Also, it is worth emphasizing that | amot using the expression ‘proposition’ as a translation for

the Latin expressiorpropositid. This is because the Latin, ‘propositio’, approximates more

nearly the notion expressed by our English expression ‘sentence’ as it applies to sektarce

While medieval philosophers do regard sentences as bearers of truth and falsity, there is no
consensus among them as to whether (natural language) sentence tokaopgisitiones in

voces/in scriptuinserve as objects for the attitudes or aptim@ary bearers of truth and falsity.

Z1n contemporary discussions propositions are tyyitaken to besometype of abstract entity.
Although this broad characterization leaves open a number of important questions about the exact
nature of such entities (e.g., whether they are structured or not and, if so, whether they include
particulars as constituents; whether they exist necessarily or contingently; etc.), the general
assumption is that they are abstract entidfexome sort or other. Among medieval thinkers,

however, there is considerable resistance to the idea that the entities which function as truth-
bearers and objects of propositional attitudes are abstract.



The aim of this paper is to clarify both the nataf¢he debate itself and the
theories that emerge from it.

My discussion falls into three sections. In thetfgection, | provide an
overview of the debate itself. | begin by sketchidckham’s answer to the
guestion about whether God can know more; | theretthe reception of his
views among two of his immediate successors, ngriiéater Chatton (d. 1343)
and Robert Holcot (d.1349). As will be clear, tlets of positions these thinkers
defend—nboth on the issue of divine knowledge antherissue of propositions
generally—are deeply puzzling. Indeed, part of my ia this first section is
simply to call attention to the difficulties (boititerpretative and philosophical)
their discussions raise. In the second section,drgto advance a hypothesis
about what's needed in order to make sense of diussions. The key, | argue,
lies in getting clear about how each of the patots in the debate conceives of
propositional attitudes and, more specifically, hbey conceive of the role
played by the ‘object’ of propositional attitudgations. In a third, and final,
section, | briefly discuss how my interpretationttuk debate can be seen as
opening up some new ways of thinking about (angstfiging) later medieval
theories of propositions.

1. CAN GoD KNow MORE? A DEBATE ABOUT THE OBJECTSOF
PROPOSITIONAL ATTITUDES

As | indicated above, the debate about whether &@odknow more begins
well before the fourteenth century. In fact, thgior of this particular debate
traces to the twelfth century and, more specifycatl Book 1, d. 39 of the
Sentenceef Peter Lombard (d. 1160), where he considers tisdreGod’s
knowledge can increase, diminish, or be changedime way™ What prompts
discussion of this issue, both in Lombard and terléigures, is a general concern
about the compatibility of divine omniscience amanutability. If God is
omniscient, he must know everything. But since whatue can change from one
time (or world) to the next, it is difficult to sé®w divine omniscience is to be
squared with immutability. If what God knows is olgaable, doesn't it follow
that God himself is changeable? Now, in Lombardse¢ the concern seems to be
primarily one about whether God’s immutability mnsistent with changes in his
knowledge across worlds. In subsequent authorsehenythe concern gets
focused more on whether divine immutability is catilple with changes in
God’s knowledgecross timesThis is, in any case, the focus of concern for

% Lombard 1971-81, 1.39, 280. In the course of tissussion, Lombard specifically asks (in
article 3 of D. 39) whether “God can know more tih@knows”. Lombard’'Sentences a
theological treatise that was used as a “textbdokraining students of theology in"tand 14'
century universities.



Ockham and his colleagues. For them, the issumlat &s whether God can know
something more (or less, or simply other) than wieaknowsight now

As we shall see, Ockham, Chatton, and Holcohalkithat answering this
guestion requires first getting clear about theirea{and mutability) of the
‘truths’ to which God’s knowledge relate. And thiis turn, requires taking a stand
on the nature of the entities which serve as objeetpropositional attitudes
generally. Thus, for them, this traditional theotad) question about divine
knowledge provides an opportunity for addressiraptier questions about the
nature of propositions. And, as we shall see, tiscussion not only highlights
their views about the nature of propositions, b @ host of difficulties
associated with their proper interpretation.

1. 1 Ockham on whether God can know more. Ockham begins his discussion by
drawing two preliminary distinctiorfsThe first is a distinction between different
ways of understanding the question itself. In agkumether God can know more
one might, Ockham thinks, be asking either of tikWwing two questions:

() Is it possible for God to come to know a greater quaafithings than he
knows now?

() Is it %ossible for God to come to know something othan what he knows
now?

Understood the first way, the question is abountleasureor quantityof what
God knows: can it increase? Understood in the ska@y, however, the question
is merely about theutability of what God knows: can it change? As we’'ll see,
Ockham thinks it makes a difference which of the tyuestions we’re asking.
Indeed, he gives different answers to each.

The second distinction Ockham draws is betweendifferent types of
knowledge corresponding to two difference sensdbleoferm ‘to know'.

‘Know’ is taken in two ways—in a broad sense and in a stgicse. In the first way it
is the same as ‘cognize’ insofar as cognizing [is a relationéktghds to all things.
And, in this way, God knows—that is, cognizes—all thipgspositional and non-

* “Utrum Deus possit scire plura quam scit?” In wiediows, citations of Ockham'’s Latin texts
are to Ockham 1967-88. Ti@rdinatio (=Ord) is part of Ockham’s commentary on Peter
Lombard’sSentencedDistinction 39 of Ockham'®rdinatio is translated by Marilyn Adams and
Norman Kretzmann in Ockham 1983, 92-95. In whdbfes, | adopt this translation, with some
modification.

®> Ockham himself puts the two questions this wayrsttwe must consider how the question is to
be understood. Here it must be noted that it estbing to ask whether God can know more than
He knows, but it is another to ask whether Godlecamw something that He does not kno@sd.

d. 39 OTh1V, 589); Cf. Ockham 1983, 92.



propositional, necessary and contingent, true, false, andsitg®. In the [second,]
strict sense, ‘know’ is the same as ‘cognize what is true’jratitht sense nothing is
known but what is tru.

Here, Ockham distinguishes two different cognitigkations that the term ‘know’
might be taken to designate. In the broadest plessdnse, to know (or have
knowledge of) something is just to cognize it. Urstieod in this way, knowledge
is just a relation that holds between a cognizdnahatever she cognizes. Thus,
objects of knowledge in this sense can be eithgpgsitional or non-
propositional (necessary or contingent, true aefpin nature. In the strict sense,
however, knowledge is a distinctivgdyopositionalattitude. For, taken strictly,
‘knowledge’ is not mere cognition, but cognitionasfd assent to whattisie.”
Taken in this sense, therefore, ‘knowledge’ dedigma relation which obtains
between a cognizer and whatever she (correctlyizegas true

If we take this latter distinction between two ses of ‘to know’ in
conjunction with the foregoing division of the gties, it should be clear that
each of the questions at | and Il above admitfofter two-fold division. Thus,
in asking whether God can know more one might kengsany of the following:

(la) Is it possible for God to come to cognize a greater duartthings than he
does now?

(lla) Is it possible for God to come to cognize sometloihger than what he does
now?

(Ib) Is it possible for God to come to know a greater tjtyaof truths than he
knows now?

(llb)  Is it possible for God to come to know sometirather than what he knows
now?

Over the course of his discussion Ockham addredktrir of these questions,
yet, as we shall see, he is primarily interestegstjans Ib and llb—that is, in the
guestions having to do with the quantity and theatility of truths known by
God. For this reason, these same questions bet¢medus of the subsequent
debate.

® Ord. d. 39 OThIV, 589); Cf. Ockham 1983, 93.

" The distinction Ockham has in mind is similartie bne he marks in other contexts as a
distinction between ‘apprehension” and ‘judgmef. apprehend something is just to consider or
be aware of it. Thus, apprehension extends to @itipoal and non-propositional objects.
Judgment, on the other hand, is always a propasitiattitude inasmuch as it involves not only
awareness of some object, but also some furthardst(such as assent or dissent) with respect to
its truth. See for exampl@rd. Prologue, q.1@Thl, 16).



Once Ockham dispatches with these preliminarymdisons, he turns to
address the question itself. Beginning with thst fof the two senses of ‘know'—
i.e., cognition—he says that regardless of hownterpret the question—i.e., as
either about the quantity (viz., 1a) or mutabilityz., Ila) of what God cognizes—
it must be answered in the negative. For, insadaBad’s knowledge in this broad
sense is just his cognition of all things, there ba no question of its increase or
change at all, since it already extends to evangtfiwwhether actual, merely
possible, impossible, propositional or non-proposdl).

When Ockham turns to knowledge in the strict semsdters are a bit more
complicated. If the question is interpreted algngntitative lines (viz., lla), that
is, as having to do with the quantity of truths Gaah know, Ockham thinks we
must, once again, give a negative reply. God camasays, know any more (or,
for that matter, any fewer) truths than he knowa néven so, he insists, God can
come to knowothertruths than those he knows now. Hence, if the tijuess
interpreted along the lines of mutability (Ilb)aths, as a question about whether
he can come to knodifferenttruths, then we must answer in the affirmative.

Now, on the face of it, these latter two answeesrsenconsistent. If God
cannot know a greater number of truths than he knmw, how is it possible for
him to know any truth other than those he knowsh@ekham'’s idea, in general,
seems to be that while the quantity of truths abwaymains fixed, the members of
the set of truths may, in fact, vary over time.

It is not possible that there are more truths at one timeathamother. This is
because at each time one or the other part of a contradictior,igid nothing is
true but what is one or the other part of a contradictiomd gince it is not possible
for both parts of a contradiction to be true [simultaneguisis always the case that
there are as many truths at one time as at another. And whéeatigeneither more
nor fewer truths [from one time to another], some thingyg be true at one time that
are not true at another tirfle.

Although Ockham never explicitly specifies the psemature of these “truths” to
which God’s knowledge relates, it is clear, nonketsg that as he conceives of
them they are entities capable of changing thethtvalue over time. What is
more, as Ockham argues in this passage, the nari& what is true changes
over time doesn’t by itself entail that the overalantity of truths known by God
changes. For “if one thing becomes false that waseéarlier, another thing will
become true that was false earligérThus, even if the quantity of truths God
knows never varies, it still remains an open qoestireciselywhichtruths God

8 Ord. d. 39 OThIV, 589-590);Cf. Ockham 1983, 93.
° Ord. d. 39 OThIV, 590); Cf. Ockham 1983, 93.



knows at any given time. “For everything true, wiites true, is known by God;
and when it is not true it is not known by Gdd.”
In light of the foregoing, we may summarize Ockfaargument this way:

God is omniscient.

Therefore, God knows every truth.

The quantity of truths never varies.

Therefore, God cannot know more—i.e. a larger quantity digrathan he
knows now.

But what is true at one time may be false at another (and visa)ver
Therefore, God can come to know different truths than thokadwes now.

PObPE

ou

The conclusions at 4 and 6 correspond to Ockharaigsvabout the quantity and
mutability of what God knows in the strict sense.(ihisanswers to questions Ib
and llb, respectively). As he sees it, while Godraa knowmoretruths than he
knows now, he can knoatherones.

Ockham'’s treatment of God’s knowledge in d. 38eaia number of
guestions—both interpretive and philosophical. Fayst among these is a
guestion about the implications of d. 39 for hisdty of propositions generally.
While Ockham says nothing in d. 39 about the natfitee truths that function as
objects for divine knowledge, in a number of otbentexts he makes quite clear
that the primary bearers of truth and falsity anguistic entities—namely, true
and false sentencesofnplexa. Consider, for example, his remarks in the
following passages:

Everything that is true or false is a sentermenplexun™

Truth and falsity are in composition and division. Tharsgxpressiorofatio)
composed affirmatively from a noun and a verb—or such aression composed
negatively—is true or falsé?

Nothing is believed except what is true [or false], and ngtis true [or false] except
a sentence?

What these passages show is that Ockham takesisest@nd apparently only
sentences) to be the primary bearers of truth faisdy) and, hence, holds that
sentences function as objects for propositionéld#s. What is more, insofar as
his remarks in these passages are about expressidingy occur (or, are

1% Ibid.

11 Expositio in Librum Praedicamentorum Aristotelig, sec.13@Phll, 317). ‘Complexum’ is a
phrase Ockham uses (often interchangeably withppsitio’) to designate complex—i.e.
sentential—linguistic expressions.

2 |pid. (OPhII, 373).

13 Quodlibeta Septentl.8 (OPhIX, 236)



“‘composed”) in natural language, it would appeat thhen Ockham speaks of
sentences as the bearers of truth-value he haansetdkensin mind. And, since
sentential expressions occur not only in spokenvatitten language, but also in
mental language, for Ockham (as for most mediduakers), truth-bearers will
include not only spoken and written tokens, bub at&kens in the language of
thought.

The foregoing passages seem to represent Ockltamsgdered view
regarding the nature of truth-beardtsen so, they seem to be in tension with his
account of divine knowledge in d. 39. Indeed, iwdoseem that a token-
sententialist account of truth-bearers is simpbomsistent with the conclusions
Ockham draws regarding the quantity of what GodasidHolcot calls attention
to precisely this point when he responds to Ockkaiiscussion. He argues that,
given Ockham’©wnviews about the nature of truths, Ockham is sinmaly
entitled to claim, as he does, that God cannot kagreater number of theth.
After all, Holcot reasons, if Ockham holds thatteece tokens (spoken, written,
and mental) are the bearers of truth and faldign to say that God knows every
truth is just to say that he knows every true seegdoken. But, of course, if the
objects of God’s knowledge are sentence tokens—yaguntingently existing,
transient entities—the quantity of things known@gyd would be changing
constantly. Thus, Holcot claims that “accordindnbm [namely, Ockham], it
ought to be entirely granted that God can know ntiose he knows™®
Accordingly, Holcot concludes that “in this artidie [namely, Ockham] seems to
contradict his own views in many placé§”.

Of course, if Holcot’s criticism is right, then Kitam is guilty of a serious
philosophical blunder, namely, that of failing testhe consequence of his own
views about the nature of truth-bearers and obgbsopositional attitudes in
their application to God’s knowledge. Rather th@ynduch a charge at Ockham’s
feet, more recent commentators have instead peef¢orchallenge the accuracy
of Holcot’s interpretation. Norman Kretzmann, foaenple, has argued that
“much of Holcot’s criticism of Ockham is founded tre assumption that
Ockham was attempting to use the [sentence] tokeheaobject of knowledge.
That is an unfounded assumption about Ockham'dipnsjenerally.*’ Thus,
rather than draw the uncharitable conclusion tledh@m’s solution to d. 39 is
evidence of inconsistency, Kretzmann recommendsiabdake d. 39 as evidence

! Holcot takes up this issue in one of his Quodéibdisputations, namely Quodlibet I, question
6. Although several of Holcot’'s quodlibetal quess have been edited individually, there is no
single critical edition of all of his Quodlibetdn what follows, | rely on William Courtenay’s
1971 edition of Holcot's Q.I.6. See Holcot 197 Iraiislations are my own, though | have
consulted Robert Pasnau’s English translation dtétts text (see, Holcot 2002).

'* Holcot 1971, 9.

'° Holcot 1971, 11.

7 Kretzmann 1970, 781-782.



that Ockham did not, in fact, mean to be defenditgken-sententialist account of
propositions. E.A. Moody and Marilyn Adams arguerinch the same vein.
Indeed, all three of these commentators take @és3®idence for an alternative
interpretation of Ockham’s account of propositiorme according to which
sentencaypesfunction as the ultimate bearers of truth andgWilse, as the

objects for knowledge, belief, and so on. Thusvlasdy argues:

All of Holkot's arguments turn on his extremely nomintidisefusal to construe the
word “proposition” (and hence the word “true”) as designatinghamy other than
particular complexes of terms or concepts actually formed higplar men at
particular times. ..In modern parlance, Holkot uses the word “proposition” for
token-sentencand not fotype-sentenceThe fact that Ockham does not do this has

perhaps not received the notice that it deselVes.

Marilyn Adams concurs with this assessment: “Ockharm assuming that the
number of truths and falsehoods is constant andlesgems to treat propositions
as [sentence] types?

But it’s not at all clear that this alternative deeg of Ockham’s account saves
Ockham from inconsistency. In saddling Ockham wghtenceypes these
commentators also saddle Ockham with a commitnfeitrtins directly counter
to his own strict nominalism. After all, on the mastural construal of them,
sentence types look to be a kind of univef&ut as is well known, Ockham is
resolute in his rejection of universals. And eviercontrary to fact, Ockham were
willing to admit such entities, it is by no meamsar that he would thereby be
entitled to claim that the quantity of truths does$ change over time. For
sentence types are not obviously eternally existimgies; one might, for
example, suppose that they come into and go oexistence when a new
language is born and an old one dies. What is if@e worse), it is not obvious
that sentence types are themselves truth-beartitgeenindeed, to the extent that
truth belongs to sentences at all it looks to bsature of token sentences, not
types, since only the former (i.e. only sentenoes context) camake specific

18 Moody 1964, 69.

' Adams 1987, 1088.

2 There are perhaps other ways of construing seatgpes. Moody and Kretzmann offer no
alternative account, but Adams does attempt toigeosome notion of types that would be
acceptable to Ockham. On the account she offemgesee types turn out to be, roughly, divine
ideas. Developing the details of her account itheeifeasible here nor necessary since, in the end,
Adams herself gives up the project. Ultimately, shiorced to admit that Ockham is not entitled

to sentence types. As she points out, even if @ckimtended to construe sentence types as ideas
in God’s mind such entities would not be etern&dter all, even if God had in mind an instance

of every possible sentence (of every possible ahlanguage), in order for such a sentence to be
true, on Ockham'’s view, there must be an interfictaf these conventional sentence types. But
interpretations come into and out of existence Viithuistic communities. See 1987, ch. 26.



truth-evaluable claims. It is not clear, therefdhat this alternative reading does
anything to resolve the original difficulties raisky Ockham’s discussion in d.
39. Indeed, if anything, it simply relocates thednsistency antkaves Ockham
with a less plausible theory of propositions.

What's needed, therefore, is a way of understan@iciham’s discussioim
d. 39 that not only yields a consistent theoryroigositions, but also
accommodates his broader nominalist proclivitiedenddso preserving God’s
omniscience and immutability. On the face of ig grospects for such an account
look dim.

1.2 Chatton on whether God can know more. Chatton’s discussion of the
guestion regarding whether God can know more canBsok |, d. 39 (article 2)
of his own commentary on ttf&entence$' His account is essentially a critical
reaction to Ockham’s earlier treatment of the s&®sge. Accordingly, Chatton
begins by summarizing Ockham’s account, callingratbn both to his division of
the question and his distinction between the twsse of ‘knowledge’. Unlike
Holcot, who criticizes Ockham for not allowing mareange in what God knows,
Chatton is critical of Ockham’s allowing any charagell in what God knows.
Chatton claims that it is impossible not only favdxo know something more (or
less) than he knows now, but likewise for him teneato know somethingther
than what he knows now. Ultimately, therefore, @ratvants to resist Ockham’s
second conclusion (that is, his answer to lib)tead, he argues that God’s
knowledge relates to the same objects—the sam#nstry-at all times.

As becomes clear from Chatton’s discussiondiiagreement with Ockham
about divine knowledge is a direct consequencelwbader disagreement over
the nature of objects of propositional attitudelsaton himself hints at this
broader disagreement at the very outset of hisidgon. Thus, after reviewing
Ockham’s distinction between two notions of knovgedChatton proceeds to
introduce his own, preferred analysis. “For me,’shgs, “to know’ is to cognize
the thing es) that is signified by a true sentené.’And, again, a bit later, he
repeats the same point: “strictly speaking, to ki®w assent to something that is
signified by a true sentenc&” According to Chatton, therefore, the objects of
God’s knowledge (and indeed, of propositional adl&#s generally) are not, as
Ockham holds, sentences or linguistic sigrssgfid’) of any sort; they are, rather,

2L References to Book | of ChattorBentencesommentary are to Chatton 2002. All translations
are mine.

2 Rep.l d. 39, q.u, a.2Reportatio dd.10-48365).

% |bid. Although Chatton recognizes that this notiokmdwledge maps neither of Ockham’s, he
insists nonetheless that Ockham would have to altawvGod’s knowledge includes a relation of
this sort. As he says: “he too would have to &g, {namely, that God cognizes the thing
signified by a true sentence]—whether he does ity or indirectly.” (bid.)
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the entitiesignifiedby them. “After all,” he explains, “it is certathat there are
no sentences in God’s mind, and God does not agsent [spoken, written, or
mental] sentences”

Although Chatton says very little in d. 39 abdw precise nature of the
“things” which are signified by sentences, his d&gion in other contexts makes
fairly clear that he takes these items to be cdacweorldly entities. This view
emerges most clearly in his discussion of objettsebef in the prologue to his
Sentencesommentary> In this context, he argues that the object foivary
propositional attitude is the individual entitygtgally, a substance) signified by
the (categorematic) terms which occur in senteegpgessing that attitude. For
example, he claims at one point that the objeth@felief that God is three and
one is just that entity which is signified by tleerhs that occur in the sentence
‘God is three and one’. And, as he goes on to nolda, this is nothing other
than God himself. For, as he explains, “each platiat sentence is a way of
thinking about God?® Indeed, in general, Chatton seems to think tresttbject
and predicate expressions occurring in affirmadit@mic predications (i.e.
senter;ges whose logical structure is of the form B&) refer to one and the same
object:

Although Chatton’s view about the nature of olgeuft propositional attitudes
is treated explicitly only in the prologue of I8&ntencesommentary, he makes
clear in subsequent discussions that this genecaluat applies equally in the
case divine knowledge:

| am supposing what was made clear inRh@ogue namely, that it is not necessary
that one assents to a senteromaT(plexy, but rather one can [assent] directly to the
thing signified by a sentence. And, therefore, in this eglsen God assents to the
thing signified by ‘A exists’, it is not the case that heesds to a sentence, but rather
[he assents] to sontking.”®

24 Chatton makes this point, not in d. 39, but afsérward at dd. 40-41, q.2, aRdportatio
dd.10-48 393).

% Chatton’s most extensive treatment of objectsropositional attitudes occurs in g.1, a.1 of the
Prologue to hiSentencesommentary. For a fuller treatment of Chattonscdssion in that
context see Brower-Toland, forthcoming.

% gentProl. g.1, a.1Collatio et Prologus39).

2" Thus, for example, speaking of sentences inahguage of thought, Chatton says: “A mental
sentence is a certain propositional cognition. Thus a cognition of just that which is cognized
through the subject, or the predicate or the cofflthat mental sentence]. For its being a cogniti
accrues to it through its parts—but its parts agndions of an extra-mental thing. An external
thing (re9) is cognized through the subject, the predicatd,the copula since those terms are
cognitions of an external thing. Throughout the lghtame in which the sentence signifying an
external thing is formed in the mind, the exterthiéthg is coghized—sometimes by the subject of the
sentence, sometimes by the copula, sometimes lpyrélakcate.” Prol. .1, a.Collatio et

Prologus 24).

% Rep 1dd.40-41, q. 2, a. Reportatio ddL0-48 393).
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Clearly, therefore, on Chatton’s view, God’s knoage is a relation not to true
sentences, but to the objects that are “signifigdthem.

Despite Chatton’s insistence that knowledgeimarly a relation tahings
and not to representational or linguistic entitlesjs willing, nonetheless, to
follow Ockham in speaking of God'’s knowledge aglation to “truths™* For, as
Chatton sees it, sentences are not the only itewich the notion of truth
applies; on the contrary, he thinks that the caron®rldly things (es) to which
they correspond, and which they signify, can alssdid to be true. What is
more, he thinks that truths of this latter sortsuweh that they do not alter their
truth-value over time. Thus, says Chatton, “asafatruth applies to the thing that
is known (es cognitag it is impossible that something be true [in théhise] at
any time without its also being true noW.mn light of all this, of course, Chatton
rejects Ockham'’s claim that God can know somethiffgrent than what he
knows now. If God knows all trugings and if what is true now is true at all
times, it follows, as Chatton says, that it is “ibspible for God to know
something that he does not know now”.

Interestingly, toward the end of his discussion.i 39, Chatton acknowledges
that his disagreement with Ockham regarding God®Kedge owes to broader
differences in their accounts of the nature of‘theths” to which God’s
knowledge relates.

As to the argument he [viz. Ockham] offers (that God can ksmwething that he does
not know, because something can be true which is not nejyy tmespond that if he
means to be talking about [“truth” as] the denominationtbfreg by a sign, then his
[conclusion] is impossible. But if [he intends to be tadkabout truth as something] on
the side of the sign—]i.e. of the “truth”] by which a sigmbw true—then, in that case,
something that is not [now] triean be true. But this question asks about the truth of the
thing cognized, not about the truth of the sign.

Chatton here concedes that if the truths in questere sentences, then what is
true could change over time; indeed he is evenngilio “concede that [in such a
case] God can know or cognize something that igroetnow.*? But he insists
that what God knows principally is things, not sses, and thus, that when it
comes to questions about the quantity and mutglofithe objects of God’s

% Indeed, Chatton even follows Ockham in charadtegizod’s omniscience as a matter of God'’s
assenting to every truth. As he explains, “evergualified perfection is suited to God, and to
assent to every truth whatsoever is an unqualgedection, therefore, [God assents to every
truth].” Rep |, dd. 40-41, g. 2 a. Reportatiodd.10-48, 395).
%Rep.l d. 39, q.u, a.2Reportatio dd.10-48366).
22 Rep.l d. 39, q.u, a.2Reportatio dd.10-48367).

Ibid.
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knowl;gdge the question is “about the truth of thad...not about the truth of a
sign”.

Given what Chatton wants to say about the ob@dkmowledge generally,
his response to this question is perfectly in kegpvith his broader views about
propositional attitudes. But his discussion of devknowledge does bring into
relief the oddity of these broader views. For,tasforegoing makes clear,
Chatton wants to treat ordinary concrete thingsomdyf as objects for
propositional attitudes but even as things thathmasaid to be true. The problem
with this view, of course, is that such entitiesrseutterly unsuited for the job; to
the extent that Chatton is appealing to these sbrstity to fill roles traditionally
associated with propositions (namely, that of tiogtarer and object of belief) his
account seems confused.

As a way of illustrating the point we may, oncaiagtake a page from
Holcot, whose discussion of God’s knowledge inctudet only a critique of
Ockham'’s account, but also a critiqueGifatton’s®* Regarding Chatton’s view,
Holcot has the following to say:

Against this view, | argue as follows: Only what is treikimown, but an external thing
(res) signified by a [sentence] is not true. Therefore, etcai@nly what is known as
true tantum...quod vere est scitym an act of knowing is the object of that act of
knowing. But an external thing is not known as truamyct of knowing. Therefore, an
external thing is not an object of an act of knowihg.

Indeed, ordinarily, it is not proper for philosophersyse] the expression ‘I know stone,’
or ‘I know wood,’ rather this is proper: ‘| knothat stone is hard’, ‘I knowthatwood is
soft’ and so forth. Likewise, ordinarily, for Catholkeblogians this is not a proper
expression ‘I believe God,” but rather ‘I beliethat God exists,’ or ‘I believe that God is
three and one®

Holcot’s aim in these passages is, of course tgusall attention to the oddity of
Chatton’s position. Not only are things like indival substances not susceptible
of truth (or falsity), but it is precisely for thigason that they are the wrong sort
of entity to serve as objects for knowledge (or ather propositional attitude).
After all, to believe or to know something is tseast to its truth—that is, to take
it as true(as Holcot says “only what is true can be knowB{t we don't, as he
notes, assent to individual entities. That thidheéscase is clear, Holcot points out,
from the structure of ordinary knowledge and bedigtriptions—that is, from the

% Ipid.

34 Holcot explicitly considers and rejects Chattoasount of truth-bearers and objects of
knowledge in article 1of his discussion in Q..6.

* Holcot 1971, 4;

% Holcot 1971, 7,
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structure of the sentences we typically use talsd&nowledge (or belief) to a
given subject. Holcot claims that if Chatton’s ascbwere right, we would
expect such ascriptions to take an altogetherréiftsform than they in fact do.
We would say ‘S knows x’ (where x is an expressiat stands for an individual
object—a stone, in Holcot’'s example), rather tharkhow that p’ (where pis a
sentential expression). The very fact that we dasdribe knowledge and belief
in this way appears, as Holcot rightly points aattell against Chatton’s view.

Unlike the case of Ockham, therefore, the cewtifitulty for Chatton’s
discussion in d. 39, is not that of identifyingh@dry of propositions consistent
with his various conclusions about divine knowled@e this score, his account is
fairly straightforward. Rather the difficulty is imderstanding why Chatton
would hold such a theory in the first place.

1.3 Holcot on whether God can know more. Holcot is the third of our three
authors to take up the question about whether @ackoow more. As we've
seen, his discussion is informed by his disagreémih both Ockham and
Chatton. Unlike the latter two, however, Holcot eei$es the issue not in his
Sentencesommentary, but in the course of a Quodlibetgbutistion (Quodlibet

I, question 6). What is more, it is even clearehigicase that this question about
God’s knowledge serves largely as an occasionddressing questions about the
nature of propositions and propositional attitugeserally. Indeed, we can see
this from the very structures of q. 6. Holcot deschis discussion into two
separate articles: in the first, he inquires abbetobjects of propositional
attitudes generally and only after that, in theoselcarticle, does he consider the
guestion about God’s knowledge.

In the first article, Holcot addresses his disagrent with Chatton. For
reasons we've already canvassed, Holcot rejegta@ausibleChatton’s account
of “things” as truth-bearers and objects for propasal attitudes. Accordingly,
he concludes his discussion in the first articlalbfending (what he takes to be)
Ockham’s position, namely, the view that senteon&ens are the primary bearers
of truth and the immediate objects of belief andwtedge®” In the second
article, however, when Holcot turns to the questibout whether God can know
more, Ockham becomes his target of criticism. Avavalready seen, Holcot
holds that Ockham’s account of God’s knowledgea®nsistent with his broader,
token-sententialist account of truth-bearers. Afcblosees it, Ockham has simply

3" Holcot begins article 1 by summarizing both Ocktemd Chatton’s view: “One view, which
Ockham holds, is that only a sentencemplexurhis known. But another view—a view held by
Chatton—is that the object of knowing or believiagnot a sentence, but the thing signified by a
sentence. Accordingly, the act of believing tBal is three and onleas God himself as its
object, and the act of knowing thahaman being is an animhbhshuman beindor its object.”
Holcot 1971, 3.
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misapplied his own theory of propositions to thesiion about whether God can
know more. Holcot’s central aim in article 2, there, is to demonstrate the
inconsistency in Ockham’s account and to corrednithis regard, he takes
himself to be defending the position to which Oagkhamself is in fact
committed.

The problem Holcot identifies in Ockham’s accohbas to do with the first of
his two conclusions (i.e. step 4 in his argumemnely, the claim that God
cannot know a greatguantityof truths. Ockham’s defense of this conclusion, as
we’ve seen, turns on his contention that the gtiaafitruths is constant at all
times since one or the other of a pair of conttadiies is always true. As Holcot
sees it, however, this line of reasoning violatekl@am’s own principles. As he
explains:

Each of these claims, namely, that “one part of a contradictalwasys false” and
“there are always equally many true things, so that there asomatimes less and
sometimes more” are false. This is the case given two other ¢lzatriselong to
this doctor, namely, [his claim that] “everything true iseaisting thing €ss¢’ and
that “only a sentence is true, whether it is a concept, somethittgn, or a spoken
utterance ®

Given Ockham’s own views about the nature of thaglrers, Holcot insists, there
is no reason to suppose that the number of truihbevfixed at all times. For, if
what Ockham is calling “truths” are token sentensp®ken, written, or mental),
the quantity of truths must be changing constamiynely, with every sentence
spoken, every thought entertained (or dismissett, avery line penned (or
erased). And, as Holcot goes on to point out, tleesamply no reason to think
that each existing truth comes paired with its @ittory. As Holcot explains,

“it is possible that some sentence is true butroafexisting] contradictory’®; or

3 Holcot 1971, 11. Holcot goes on immediately aftes to cite further evidence from Ockham:
“For in hisSumma logicae-which is so usefully compiled—Ockham himself s@atspart two,
chapter two, at the end, where he speaks of neggssapositions):

It must be known that a sentence is not said todoessary because it always
was true or always will be true, but becauseftitue and cannot be false. For
example, the spoken sentence ‘God exists’ is napgssevertheless, it is not
always true since when it does not exist, it ishegitrue nor false. But it is
necessary because when it exists it is true anadotde false.

Here, he explicitly says that the sentence ‘Godtskivas not always true; but it is also
certain that its opposite was never true. Theegfttrere was a time at which neither part of
this contradiction, ‘God exists’/’God does not éXisvas true. This is the case since at some
point in time neither of these sentences existedltot 1971, 11-12.

¥ Holcot 1971, 15.
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again “it is possible that there could be a thoddame sentences to contradict one
false sentence’® Given these sorts of considerations, Ockhamisncthat the
number of truths always remains the same over éippears utterly unfounded.

In article 2, therefore, Holcot goes on to oftee answer he thinks Ockham
himself should have given:

In this article, | argue otherwise [than Ockham himself dkltst, | claim] that God
can know something that he does not know, and can knowm#hthan he knows
and less than he knows. ... Second, it must be said that, vardveigh, | can make
God not know many things that he [now] knows, and maikekimow many things
that he does not [now] know. For if | say or think méme things, or set out in a
book many true things, then it is certain that God knolthase things. Now
suppose that | burn my book and fall asleep. All thesestnuithperish, and if they
ceasg to exist, they cease to be true, and as a consequence theybeeksevwm by
God.

Obviously, if God’s knowledge extends to all trythad truths are nothing other
than true sentences tokens, God’s knowledge ingsavelation to entities that
are constantly coming into and out of existencdeéd, as Holcot says here, the
number of things God knows increases whenever we something down, and
decreases whenever we go to sleep (since thisesdibe number of mental
sentence tokens). Thus, God can know not only itihare he knows, but also less
than he knows. In fact, as Holcot goes on to pmint “even this is possibl&od
knows nothing*? After all, “it is possible for nothing to be trti&® What all this
shows, Holcot concludes, is that “on Ockham’s owawit ought to be granted
that God can know more than he knows.”

Unlike Ockham, Holcot provides an account of devkmowledge that is
perfectly consistent with a broader, token-senadistitheory of propositions.
Even so, Holcot’s discussion of God’s knowledgédscattention to a number of
difficulties with that broader theofij.Not only does Holcot's token sententialism
about propositions seem incompatible with divinenability (since the view

“Olbid., 10. After all, Holcot goes on to explain, “sase | order ‘Socrates runs’ to be written in a
thousand places (and suppose it is the case iftfiattSocrates runs])...and suppose | order
‘Socrates does not run’ to be written in just otaee...then the thousand true sentences contradict
this one.”

* Holcot 1971, 13.

*2Holcot 1971, 9

*®Holcot 1971,11.

* Holcot 1971, 13.

> The two worries | discuss below are similar tooraised for sententialist views of assertion
(i.e. views according the things asserted or sadsantences) first raised by Richard Cartwright
(1962) and later discussed by Howard Wettstein §L97



16

entails that God could know more than he knows nesg than he knows now, or
even nothing at all), but it also seems incompatath commonsense views
about propositional attitudes. How, for example) eatities as ephemeral and
transient as utterance tokens or thought tokenve s objects for attitudes which
seem to persist over long periods of time? If, akbt supposes, belief,
knowledge and every other propositional attitudeives a relation to some
token utterance (or inscription, or mental sentgntéollows that what we know
(believe, etc.) is constantly changing as suchrislge into and out of existence.
Yet, knowledge and beliefs are states that pevsist extended durations—not
only in God’s case, but in humans’ too.

Again, even supposing it could be shown that tadesrtences are suitable
objects for belief and knowledge, there are furiteblems. To see why, note
first of all that we need some explanation of melyi which of all the relevant
existing tokens are supposed to serve as the dlfjacgiven act of belief or
knowledge. In God’s case, the answer is easy enongpfar as God is
omniscient his knowledge relates him to all truetsece tokens. But what about
the case of human knowers? It appears that, oroti®hiew, any sort of token—
that is, anywritten, spoken, or mental sentence—may serveeastifect for an
act of believing or knowing. Indeed, as Holcot'megks about the objects of
God’s knowledge make clear, the token believed bytgect needn’t be one
uttered, written, or thought by the believing sabjeerself. But if this is right,
then, we need some explanation of precisely whicherelevant existing tokens
functions as the object for a given act of beligviBuppose, for example, | form
the belief that a triangle is a three-sided figikhich among the class of suitable
sentence tokens will serve as the object for thiet? Surely, not all of them.
But, if not all of them, what will be the criteridar including some rather than
others in a class of equally suitable candidates® ean the answer be anything
other than arbitrary?

In light of these sorts of considerations, Hokdiscussion of God’s
knowledge and the theory of propositions on whiaglests turns out to be every
bit as puzzling as those developed by Chatton askdh&m.

2. MAKING SENSE OF THE DEBATE

By now it should be clear that this theologicaiite over God’s knowledge
provides Ockham and his colleagues a context fdrems$ing much broader

8 There are actually two issues here. We're not goipg to need some account of why, among a
class of relevantly similar tokens, one token esdbject of a given belief rather than another, we
also need some way of specifying the class itddtiw Holcot specifies the relevant class as well
as his account of which member of the class i®tject for a given instance of belief (and why)
will emerge presently.
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philosophical issues about the nature of the estitthich function as objects of
propositional attitudes generally. At the same tirhshould also be clear just
how puzzlingthe general theories that emerge from this disonsasie. Indeed,
one might be forgiven for wondering whether they @ven coherent. In what
follows, | propose a way of reading these accoth@snot only renders them
coherent, but even defensible—at least againstdts of difficulties discussed in
the previous section.

2.1 Ockham on objects of knowledge revisited: As we’ve seen, Ockham’s
account of divine knowledge in d. 39 is difficuit teconcile with the account of
truth-bearers he develops in other contexts. Itiquéar, his contention that the
guantity of truths known by God never varies loake incompatible with a
token-sententialist theory of truth-bearers. Ner matters improved, as I've
argued, by reading Ockham'’s claim about the fixeandjty of truths as evidence
of a commitment to sentence types. But then whitteislternative?

As it turns out, there is a fairly straightforwamay to resolve the apparent
conflict in Ockham’s account. To see what it is,way begin by noting that
Ockham’s claim about the quantity of truths beiixgd conflicts with his broader
token sententialisranly if he intends that claim to range o true sentence
tokens. But why should we suppose that he intemd® ¥When Ockham argues in
the context of d. 39 that “the number of truthserexaries”, it's natural to assume
that the ‘truths’ he has in mind are just those #eave as objects for God’s
knowledge. Of course, if God’s knowledge relates to every true sentence
token (written, spoken, or mental), this qualifioatwill do nothing to restrict the
scope of the claim. But, here again, why shouldugpose that Ockham thinks
divine knowledge is a relation to all true tokedgnittedly, Ockham does claim
that (1) sentence tokens are the primary beardrsithf (and falsity), and,
likewise, that (2) God, insofar as he is omnisgiknbws every truth. But these
two claims don’t by themselves entail a commitmterthe further claim that (3)
God’s omniscience consists in relation to everg santence token. Indeed, given
that this further claim conflicts with Ockham'’s ictaabout the fixed quantity of
truths, there is good reason for thinking he ispinmitted to it. As | understand
Ockham, therefore, God’s omniscience does not sbimsa relation t@very
existing true sentence token, but rather justpooper subset of them—namely,
those that are tokened in his own mental language.

This way of reading Ockham provides a means fooneiling his
sententialism about truth-bearers with his claimd.i39 about the quantity of
truths known by God. For, on this interpretatiock@am’s claim (at 2 in his
argument) that God knows every truth asserts ngttmare than that God stands
in the relation of knowing to every true sententéis own language of thought.
Accordingly, when Ockham goes on to assert (in BerB) that the number of
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truths never varies, the “truths” in question drese which serve as objects of
divine knowledge. Unlike other sentence tokens,dw@x, sentences in the mind
of God, insofar as they depend for their existamt&od’s eternal act of thinking,
do not come into nor go out of existence—they extistll times. On this
interpretation, therefore, Ockham can concludeeqpidusibly that the quantity of
truths known by God doesn’t change.

Clearly, then, we have a way of making sense &h@m’s discussion in d. 39
without appealing to sentence types. Not only that,this way of reading him
also squares with what | take to be his overarchiags about propositional
attitudes and, in particular, his conception ofrible played by the ‘object’ of
propositional attitude relations. | have arguedr@at detail elsewhere that
Ockham conceives of knowledge, belief, and othepgsitional attitudes as the
holding of a relation between a mental act or diatethe subject’s act of
knowing, believing, etc.), on the one hand, andgfgesentational content, on the
other. Thus, for Ockham, the items which functisrobjects for propositional
attitudes are what we might think of @ehtentobjects’—that is, as items which
function both as the object (oelatun) of propositional attitude relations and as
representational content of the acts or attitudkgting to thent’ Given this way
of thinking about propositional attitudes and thabyects, it should be clear why
Ockham would suppose that only a subset of existamgence tokens function as
objects for divine knowledge (or belief, etc.). éftall, linguistic tokens (whether
written, spoken, or mental) produced by creatuveslg do not supply the
representational contents of God’s knowledge. dilg token entities which
could plausibly be thought to function as contdrjeots for divine knowledge are
token thoughts in the mind of God himself. Indaadyeneral, it would seem that
the only sentence tokens tltaiuld serve as representational contents for attitudes
such as knowledge and belief (etc.) are just thimaseoccur in the subject’s own
language of thought. It is no doubt for this saesson that Ockham, in contexts
outside of d.39, often argues explicitly for thewithat the objects of knowledge
and belief are mental entities—nametentalsentence®®

In light of all of this, we can now see that Ochktisdiscussion of God’s
knowledge in d. 39 is not only perfectly coheréntt is also perfectly consistent

" This claim applies only to Ockham'’s early vievs®at the objects of propositional attitudes.
Ockham'’s views about the nature of the objectsroppsitional attitudes evolve over the course
of his career. Since d. 39 is among Ockham's easli¢gings, however, the subsequent
developments in his thinking needn’t concern ughéfor a more detailed treatment of Ockham’s
account and of the developments it undergoes seweB+Toland 2007.

“8 As he insists: “every sciencedfentig whatsoever—whether it is real or rational—consern
only mental sentences. For it concerns those thirysh are knowngcita) and only mental
sentences are knowsqtur).” Ord. d.2, .4 QThll, 135). Here too it is worth emphasizing that
Ockham'’s views about mental sentences serving jgstslof judgment evolve over time—my
remarks in this context apply only to his earltezdries.
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with his broader nominalist (and token-sententippsoclivities. For, given
Ockham’s broader analysis of propositional attigjdieshould by now be clear
that, for him, God’s knowing every truth does nota@ that God stands in the
relation of knowing to every existing true sentetaeen; rather, all it entails is
that God’s mental language include a representatiatl possible states of affair
(paired as contradictories) and that, at any gimement, God stands in the
relation of knowing to just those representatiores those tokens of his mental
language) that are, at that moment, true.

2.2 Chatton on objects of knowledge revisited: Returning now to Chatton’s
discussion, recall that the central difficulty whis account was not that of
identifying the theory propositions it presupposasher the difficulty is in
understanding why Chatton would want to hold sutmeary in the first place.
Once again, however, the solution lies in gettilegicabout Chatton’s conception
of propositional attitudes and the role he assigrihe objects of such attitudes.

Just as Ockham’s discussion of God’s knowledgeesoimio focus once we
recognize that he is supposing that objects of kedge arecontentobjects, so
too, | now want to suggest, much of Chatton’s dis@n falls into place once we
read it as an account of what we might callréferentialobjects of God’s
knowledge. Though distinct from the notion of atem object, the notion of a
referential object is closely connected to it. €e siow, simply note that there is a
connection between the way a belief represents/thie as being (i.e. its
content) and what it is that is thusly represent®d.might think of the latter as
the belief's ‘referent’. Understood in this wayetbbject of a given propositional
attitude is not to be identified with its represgidnal content, but rather with that
object to which the attitude relatesvirtue ofits content. In order to distinguish
this notion of object from that operative in OckHamliscussion, let us call it the
‘referential object’ of the attitude.

When read as an account of théerentialobjects of propositional attitudes,
much of what initially seems puzzling in Chattodiscussion begins to make
sense. For example, his central contention thatlingnistic, non-mentathings
function as objects for propositional attitudes regypears much more plausible.
For, read in this way, Chatton merely means toffexing an account of what
propositional attitudes asboutor directed at in virtue of their content. Thus, f
him, the object orelatumof a given propositional act or attitude is just #ntity
that is represented by it; it is that which is beéid, known—or otherwise
judged—about Thus, for example, on Chatton’s view, the bdlnett Socrates is
palehas Socrates for its objéétUnderstood this way, Chatton’s claim that

* Indeed, as we've seen, Chatton holds that thecobf a given attitude is just the entity (or
entities) that the terms which comprise the semexpressing that attitude “signify”. See n. 28
above.
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individual, concretehingsfunction as objects for propositional attitudeski® far
less controversial

But what about Chatton’s willingness to referhiethingsto which God’s
knowledge relates as “truths™? What sense is timesaying that non-linguistic,
non-mental, things are truths? Indeed, what natfdnuth could even apply to
them? | think we can begin to make sense of Chatteay of speaking if we note
that Chatton is thinking of individual things natlp as theeferentsfor acts of
belief and or knowledge (and for the sentenceshvbxpress them), but also as
what corresponds to them and, hence, as what nilagestrue. Thus, Chatton is
supposing that the entity which serves as the obhjed referent of a given
attitude is also that in virtue of which it is tr@ehen it is true). Although this
claim, namely, that beliefs (or the sentences whiqgbress them) are made true
by the individual things to which they refer maydmntentious, it nevertheless,
does provide a basis for explaining why Chattoruhthink there is a sense in
which such things are appropriately called ‘trut@hatton is very likely adopting
the Aristotelian notion that certain expressions lsave ‘focal meaning’—that is,
can apply to different things in different, butaield sense¥.Thus, just as food or
exercise can be called ‘healthy’ in virtue of cagsor being generally productive
of health so too, non-linguistic, non-mentaihgscan called ‘true’ oftruths’
insofar as such things are truth-makers.

So far so good. But as yet, it may still seem uackehy Chatton holds that
the truths to which God’s knowledge relates arénghat they are true at all
times. After all, even if there is a sense in whtclith’ can be applied to things
one might still wonder why Chatton holds the pratkcapplies to it at all times.
Yet this is precisely what he does say. Considgrexample, his remarks in the
following passage:

It is impossible that something evein@uan) be signified by a true sentence without
now (modqg being signified by a true sentence. For the same thingstbagriified by an
affirmative sentence is also signified by its negative contragicémd, from the fact that

it is impossible to prevent one or the other of [a paicofijtradictories from being true, it
follows, therefore, that whatevean besignified by a true sentence is now signified by a
true sentence. And since this is [a thing’s] being tBteegm hoc sic esse veryrit is
therefore impossible for God know something [that is,espoe thing that he does not
now know??

0 |t is not altogether uncontroversial, howevedded, one of Chatton’s contemporaries—Adam
Wodeham—does in fact take issue with preciselycdtaisn; Wodeham contends that what
propositional attitudes refer to are not thingd, father facts, or concrete states of affair. Foren
on Wodeham'’s criticisms of Chatton’s position seevidger-Toland 2006.

> Owen (1960) coined the term for this Aristotelizotion.

*2Rep |, d. 39, q.u, a. Reportatio dd 10-48365-6).
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As we've already seen, Chatton claims that thegghto which true sentences
refer can themselves be said to be true insofaettténgs ground the truth of that
sentences. Interestingly, Chatton also seemsri& that everything that exists is
at all times the referent of some true sentends.akjument for this claim takes
its start from the following assumptions: (1) calictory sentences refer to one
and the same thing and (2) that for every existintity, there exists a pair (at
least) of contradictory sentences which refer.td But since at all times one or
the other of a pair of contradictories is trudplitows that “whatever can be
signified by a true sentence is now signified lyua sentence”. Hence, if truth
applies at any time to some thing, it applies tlitimes and, so, the number of
truethingswill not vary over time.

Admittedly, this argument calls attention to a nembf further questions
about Chatton’s account that | can’t pursue furtiexe—in particular, questions
about the precise ontological status of sentencg®fthe objects signified by
them. Even sawhat I've said so far is, | think, sufficient tosve theprima
faciedifficulties associated with his theory about tigects of knowledge. For
we can now see that his account as a whole is atetivy the assumption that
the “objects” of propositional attitudes are justge items to which such attitudes
refer or which they are about.

2.3 Holcot on objects of knowledge revisited: Recall that Holcot’s attempt to treat
sentence tokens as objects of knowledge faceasittigo difficulties. First, it
seems implausible to suppose that persisting ssatdsas knowing, believing,
etc. involve relations to objects as ephemeraltetsient as spoken, written, and
mental sentence tokens; second, there seems to h@rarbitrary means of
specifying precisely which of any class of releviakiens is the object for a given
act or attitude. Once again, however, the keysolweng these difficulties lies in
getting clear about the role ‘objects’ play in Hutls account of propositional
attitudes.

The first difficulty can be handled simply by regrizing that for Holcot, as
for Chatton, objects of propositional attitudesnad function as content objects.

3 As he puts it at another point in d. 39: “The eatring that is now signified truly by ‘you are
sitting’ will immediately be signified by its comtdictory when you arise. For contradictories
signify the same thing altogether—otherwise theylmot be contradictoriedRep |, d. 39, g.u,
a. 2 Reportatio dd 10-48366). This is a point Chatton repeats elsewHarthe next question, for
example he says: “| am supposing that that vengtlihich is signified by ‘Socrates is sitting’ is
also signified by this ‘Socrates is not sitting’-hketwise they would not be contradictorie®Rep

[, dd. 40-41, g. 2, a. Reportatio dd 10-48393) Chatton’s idea here is not, of course, $hiah
sentences have the same content, but rather nibatlguch sentencesfer to—or are about—the
same thing—namely, you. After all, if such sentsnwere about different things they wouldn’t
be contradictory.
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Clearly, itwouldbe absurd to suppose that a mental state’s hawngea
representational content is to be explained in $evfra relation to entities which
are constantly coming and going out of existenaesa(e utterances and thought-
tokens). Such a view would seem to entail thattment of my knowledge and
belief is changing constantly—which is obviousliséa But, so long as Holcot
does not take sentence tokens to function as tierbobjects of propositional
attitudes his account entails no such thing.

That Holcot does not take sentence tokens toifumets content objects is
evident from a variety of claims he makes aboutidweire of God’s knowledge.
Holcot, as we've already noted, maintains thatgis@ntity of truths (i.e., quantity
of existing, true, written, spoken and mental secgetokens) changes over time
and, hence, that the number of truths known by &sa changes over time. But,
as Holcot is well aware, this raises questions alimine immutability. Doesn’t
his view violate the traditional doctrine? Holexplicitly addresses this worry,
and his reply is significant:

When it is said that God’s knowledge cannot be increasednimighed, | grant this,
since his knowledge is his essence. Nevertheless, that knowlzdgéimes knows
more and sometimes less given that there are sometimes motertgse(and, as a

result, more knowable things) and sometimes there are féwer.

As Holcot sees it, to say that God can know moress than he does is just to
say that God can be related by his single, evantasict of knowing to more or
fewer objects, but, as he seems to be saying tiesegntails nothing about the
content of what he knows.In fact, Holcot allows that even if no one hadreve
formed a sentence at all, the content of God’s kedge would be just what it is

now.
God by knowing his own essence knows every truth. Tlhwgpasing that no
sentence existed [about, say, triangles], God would in thakoageno less about
triangles than he knows now, although he would not haserkrasmany truths
about triangleg®

** Holcot 1971, 21. Notice that Holcot speaks of Bdknowledge” (rather than God himself) as
knowing more or less. This is typical of Holcot'siyof speaking throughout Q.1.6; he alternates
between speaking of thelationsof belief and knowledge as holding between subjetist is,
knowers—and certain objects, on the one hand, amwblaing between mental acts and those
same objects on the other.

5 This is because, on Holcot's view, “God himsslffruth and is a single true cognition
equivalent to and pre-existing every true senten¢elblcot 1971, 7) Or, as he puts it elsewhere,
God is something equivalent to every sentencewbatd be true if it existed. Thus, if he had
only known that [truth] which is himself, he woud& as wise as he is now.” (Holcot 1971, 13)

*® Holcot 1971, 5.
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Thus, which objects God’s knowledge relates himnakes no difference to the
content of his knowledg¥.

But if sentence tokens do not function as condéjects, then how are they
functioning? Are we to take them as ‘referentigkecks’? Understood this way,
Holcot’s view would be that sentence tokens functimerely as those objects
about whicha subject believes or knows (e.g., when she kegiev knows that
that token is true). Although some of Holcot’s reksado suggest this
interpretation, in the end, I think we must regiséfter all, if Holcot conceives of
objects of propositional attitudes @gerential objectshis objections to Chatton’s
lose much of their force. If the objects of beleé just those objectboutwhich
we form beliefs and judgment, then Chatton’s camerthat individuals can
function as objects of the attitudes would hardiyobjectionable. In fact,
Holcot’s own position (on this reading) would sefamless plausible than
Chatton’s since it entails that our beliefs (etag always directed at sentences.
Yet, there’s no reason to think that all or evemitigjority of our thoughts or
beliefs are about or directed at sentence tokens.

But if Holcot’s objects of belief are neither cent objects nor referential
objects, what else could they be? In order to an#ivi® question, as well as to see
what Holcot has in mind when he speaks of objefcggapositional attitudes,
consider again the sorts of claims Holcot makesiath® objects of God’s
knowledge. As we’ve noted already, Holcot holdg #hiace God'’s act of knowing
relates him to every true proposition, the questibwhich objects God knows is
a completely contingent matter—having to do onlthwvhat true sentence
tokens happen to exist at a given time. One ofavisrite ways of calling
attention to this fact is by pointing out that hmbelf can, if he so desires, alter
what God knows. We've already seen him make thistpo a passage cited
earlier, but compare also the following remarks:

Suppose that | order the sentence “Socrates runs” to be wnittethousand places
(and that it is the case [that Socrates runs] in the truimadify). ... Say | likewise
order the sentence “Socrates does not run” (which is falsegiplaoe alone. ...

" Holcot's claim (in the foregoing passage) thati®muld “know” no less about triangles even

if he’d not “known” as many truths about them makksar he is willing to use propositional
attitude expressions such as ‘know’ and ‘beliemewo different senses. In one sense (e.g. in the
first occurrence above), he uses such expressidiatktabout the content of a mental act, in
another sense (e.g. in the second occurrencelktaliaut a relation to the object of that act.

While he doesn’t do so in the passage just quétetot sometimes signals these different senses
by actually using a different expression to talkuatha belief's content. For example, in the
passage cited in n. 50 above he claims that wiolé €&n “know” more or fewer truths, he is at all
times “just asvise(sapien$ as he is now.” At other points he uses the Letipression ‘novit’ in
place of ‘scivit’ when discussing what God knowshe sense of content. Also, Holcot never
uses the expressiaiject(obiectun in contexts in which he’s talking about a bekedontent.
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Suppose then that Socrates sits down. Assuming theofrathother sentences
remains fixed, it follows necessarily that God knows Ikas he know—by 999
sentences. For of those 1000 sentences that he once knew, heommidie novo
only one>®

While Holcot's radical way of stating the view do&sontribute much to its
prima facieplausibility, it does give us some clues aboutalernative notion of
object that he has in mind. Clearly, Holcot wawotsady that because God is
omniscient, he stands in the knowledge relatioevery presently existing true
proposition. And if we ask what it is about Godt af knowledge, on the one
hand, and (true) sentence tokens, on the otherexipdains the obtaining of this
relation, Holcot seems to have a perfectly natexaglanation to hand. A
propositional attitude relation is one that obtdesveen a given mental state and
an object just in case that object expresses—omight sayencodes-the
representational content of the state in question.

Thus, to say that God stands in the knowledg¢ioeldo every true sentence
IS just to say that every existing true sentenkenas such that it specifies or
encodes (some portion of) the representationakecomtf God’s (single) act of
knowing. Holcot puts it this way: “God is [in vigwf his act of knowing]
equivalent to every sentence that would be triteeifisted.® This claim makes
perfect sense if we suppose (as Holcot does) teay @xisting true sentence
token is such that it encodes (some part of) theegentational content of God’s
knowledge—every such token is “equivalent in sigifion” to one of God's acts
of knowing (or, more accurately, to some aspetti®bne, eternally existing
knowledge state). Thus, what is “known” by God @gain linguistic objects—
namely, those sentences that are equivalent itfisagion to God’s act of
knowing®® And, according to Holcot, every existing truetsee token is of this
sort® Of course, inasmuch as the sentences that dotueeliag are entities that

*% Holcot 1971, 10-11.

%% Holcot 1971, 7. See also n. 50 above.

80 Actually, while Holcot thinks that it is sentenimkens that primarily function as objects of
propositional attitudes, he does allow that somelif@uistic entities can be objects for
propositional attitudes as well. For some nondistic objects are truth-bearers. In this
connection, Holcot mentions the example of a bdroelp which signifies equivalently to this
sentence: “Wine is sold here”. See Holcot 1971, 7.

®L There are, of course, certain truths for whick thaim raises problems and, hence, in virtue
which it might require further qualification. Faile the claim that God’s omniscience is God’s
knowing (standing in the knowing relation to) evémth is, on the face of it, an intuitive
explication of omniscience, one might suspect thate are some sentences that may be true and
yet are not equivalent to—and so do not encode—hamyiGod can be said to know. Here | have
in mind situations that might arise with demonstedt. For example, is there anything in God’s
mental language which the true token (in my molitAm Susan” encodes? What Holcot would
say about this depends on how fine-grained a nai@montent he has—or how strict a notion of
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come into and go out of existence and change theh-value over time, Holcot
is forced to allow that God’s eternal act of knogvoloes not always relate him to
the same objects. Hence, as we’ve seen, Holcdishinat divine “knowledge
sometimes knows more and sometimes less givenhibiag are sometimes more
things (and, as a result, more knowable things)samdetimes there are les$3.”

Recognizing that sentence tokens function on Hel@count as what we
might call ‘encoding objects’ also provides theowses for resolving the second
of the two difficulties for his account, namelygtproblem of specifying, in a
non-arbitrary way, which among the class of rel¢vakens is the object for a
given act or attitude. In fact, by now, the ansslavuld be clear: a given state of
belief or knowledge (or other attitude) will reldateeverytoken that encodes its
content. Thus suppose, for example, that at tim8 tielieves that triangles have
three sides. And suppose further that at t1, Ssuétesertively the sentence
“triangles have three sides.” This token utteranitk on Holcot’s view, be an
object of S’s belief since it encodes the conténbat belief. But, S’s utterance at
tl isn’t necessarily the only object of her belief.

When | know this token sentence (formed by meTriangle has thregsideg, then
| know (or am truly said to know) another equivalent sentémceed by gou, since
that one [viz. yours] is equivalent in its significatiorthés one [of minef:

Even in the case of human (or non-divine) subjebtxefore, the relation of
believing or knowing is conceived by Holcot to dbhthetween a token and a
subject just in case that token encodes the confehe subject’s belief state.
And, as he makes clear in this passage, it is @&rfpossible that there may be
more than one object of her belief. Indeed, angnskthat are “equivalent in
signifying”, as Holcot describes them here, willdminted among the objects of
the belief. For such tokens are, according to Holegually said to be the objects
believed by her. Even with human beings, therefioreill often be the case that a
subject is related by a single act of knowing drdwéng to a plurality of objects.
Hence, if tokens are in fact functioning on Holsaticcount as encoding objects,
there is an obvious and non-arbitrary way of sgawfwhich, among the
relevant class of suitable tokens, will be the otsjdéor a given propositional
attitude: all of them. Clearly, therefore, if weadeHolcot along these lines, we are
in a position not only to resolve the main diffites for his account, but also to
see why the claims which initially seemed so rddce, in fact, not so very
radical at all.

equivalence is required for encoding. (I makercleav equivalence enters into the notion of
encoding below.)

%2 Holcot 1971, 21

% Holcot 1971, 5.
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3. BROADER IMPLICATIONS

Obviously, there’s much more that could be saiduakixkham, Chatton, and
Holcot’s (respective) theories as well as aboutdibieate as a whole. The purpose
of my discussion, however, has not been to proardexhaustive treatment of the
debate, or even to resolve all the difficultiesoassted with the theories that
emerge from it. Rather, my purpose has been maydigd a way of rendering
their discussions intelligible. If the argumentioé preceding section is correct,
however, it should be clear that doing so requinas we be clear about the
precise role played by ‘objects’ in these thinkensalyses of propositional
attitudes. What is more, if my argument is corrgdyrns out that there are no
less than three different notions of object atesisuthe context of this single
debate about God’s knowledge. Although this is @psha surprising result, the
explanatory power of the interpretation itself csustrongly in its favor. After all,
this way of reading the debate goes a long way tdwesolving the puzzles and
difficulties it presents. | can, moreover, thinknaf other way of making sense of
the various claims Ockham and his colleagues midlkereabout God’s
knowledge or about propositional attitudes in gaher

If my interpretation is correct, however, it alsashsignificant implications
about our understanding of the later medieval agehbhbut propositions as a
whole. Until now, scholarship on medieval discussiof propositions has
typically proceeded on the assumption that whenievatiphilosophers debate
guestions about the objects of belief, knowledge @her propositional attitudes,
they employ the notion of ‘object’ in a single, uncal sense. As a consequence,
commentators have generally assumed that medies@ities of propositions can
be classified simply in terms of the ontologitgle or categoryof entity
introduced to serve as the object for propositiatiiudes"® Indeed, according to
the scheme now standard in the secondary literatuedieval theories of
propositions are divided into three main categofieesmplexuntheories”,

% Scholars have, of course, been sensitive to thetat medieval authors, in developing a theory
of propositions, are often addressing differentssof issues. That is to say, they typically
distinguish between three different questions mediauthors discuss in theorizing about
propositions: (a) what sort of entity functionstlas bearer of truth/falsity; (b) what sort of entit
function as the meaningignificatun) of sentential expressions; (c) what sort of gritinctions

as the object of propositional attitudes. (Seeef@mple, Keele 2003; Ashworth 1978;
Kretzmann 1970.) What has been overlooked, howévéne fact that even in cases where the
debate is focused specifically on one of thesegudstions—say, on the question about objects of
propositional attitudes—patrticipants in the debasy still be addressing different sorts of
guestions. Thus, in the case at hand, Ockham, @hathd Holcot are clearly all addressing the
third of these three questions. Nonetheless, amsad they are each operating with different
conceptions of what it is for something to be ajecbof judgment they are not addressing the
same question.
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namely, theories that take objects of propositi@tiudes to be complex
linguistic expressions (i.e. sentencesgstheories”, namely, theories which hold
that ‘things’ (i.e. ordinary substances) are olgdot the attitudes; anadctmplexe-
signifigsabiletheories”, which argue for the introduction of sosuegeneris

entity.

Given what we’ve now seen, however, it should learcthat this standard
tripartite taxonomy is far too coarse-grained tptaee what'’s really going on.
Not only does it fail to capture the nature of #agious theories on offer, but it
also misrepresents the structure of the debaté Berause these thinkers are
often operating with a different conception of whas for is for something to be
an object of a propositional attitude they are alen operating with very
different conceptions of the nature of propositiattitude relations. It follows,
therefore, that any taxonomy that classifies posgiin the debate solely in terms
of the ontological type to which the objects oflsuelations belong will be
inadequate. In order to properly understand thereaif the various positions
within the debate, we must first get clear abouatvdach thinker means to be
offering a theory of. And this requires developaglassificatory scheme capable
not only of sorting theories according to the oogital type of object introduced
by each, but also—and, perhaps, more importantlyseding them according to
the theoretical role such objects play in an actofipropositional attitudes. Only
then will we be in a position to understand théedénces among the various
theories or to assess their respective merits elhdes we’ve just seen in the
debate between Ockham and his colleagues, it ysliyngetting clear about the
precise role played by objects of propositionatuades that we are able to arrive
at a coherent interpretation of their accountseesyely.

Not only will a more refined taxonomy yield a bettmderstanding of the
nature of various theories on offer in this deb#tejll also yield a rather
different picture of relationship between varioasitions within the debate.
Indeed, what we will find, | suspect, is that pedphers previously supposed to
be on opposite sides of the debate—and even tiipsally thought be on the
same side—turn out not to be disagreeing (or,Hat tatter, agreeing) at all, but
merely (and perhaps unbeknownst to themselveshepfiast one anothéf . To

® This classificatory scheme owes to Gabriele Nunhels’s (1973) pioneering study of ancient
and medieval theories of propositions and has beeely adopted by scholars since then. See,
for example, Keele 2003; Karger 1995; Zupko 1994395i 1990; Adams 1987; Nuchelmans
1980.

% Thus, for example, Ockham and Chatton are oftemattierized as holding opposed positions
regarding the nature of propositions (Ockham esmaplexuritheorist, Chatton asras-theorist)
whereas Holcot and Ockham are depicted as falfinhe same camp (both beiogmplexum
theorists). (See, for example, Nuchelmans 1973,kh4 3; Keele 2003; Karger 1995; Adams
1987.) But not only are their positions not cleanpposed, there is reason to suspect that there
might be a fair amount of agreement between thadedd, Chatton and Holcot would agree with
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see this, consider what we’ve just seen in the tédibetween Ockham, Chatton,
and Holcot over whether God can know more. A morsesflection makes clear
that Ockham and his colleagues may not actuallggiee either about the nature
of the objects of God’s knowledge or about the reati propositions generally.
Indeed, to the extent that each thinker approattheparticular debate with his
own, distinct conception of the nature of propaositl attitude relations as well as
a distinct conception of the role played by theeotg of such relations, the
theories they develop are not necessarily compdtiegries at all. In principle,
one could hold all three views without any incotesisy. In such a case, one
would simply be holding one view about the naturthe entities which function
as the representational content of propositioriabides, a second view about the
items which encode that content, and a third atfeuhature of the entities to
which such attitudes refer in virtue of their cariteClearly, therefore, the mere
fact that Ockham, Chatton, and Holcot introducetiestof different ontological
type to serve as objects for propositional attitudeesn’t entail any disagreement
between them. Of course, none of this is to satyttiee are not genuine disputes
among later medieval philosophers on questionstatigacts of propositional
attitudes (indeed, Ockham and his colleagues gi€@shgree about what it is

for something to be the objeatt propositional attitudes), but it does make clea
that understanding where these disagreements andyprecisely what the
disagreements are will require more caution in havidentify thent’

Ockham that the content of a propositional attitisd® be identified with a mental sentence;
Ockham and Holcot would concede to Chatton thateferential objects for such attitudes are
entities falling within the Aristotelian categoriesubstance or accident; and, finally, | suspect
that Ockham and Chatton would have no objectidfdizot’s claim that token sentences encode
the content of propositional attitudes. | have dssed the extent of agreement and disagreement
between Ockham and Chatton on this issues in muck detail elsewhere (see Brower-Toland,
forthcoming).

7 I'm grateful to Jeffrey Brower for his valuablemmments and feedback on earlier drafts of this
paper.
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