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Abstract: In this paper, I engage in a preliminary discussion to the thorny problem 
of analogous naming in Aquinas; namely, the Maimonidean problem of how our 
conceptual content can relate to us any knowledge of God. I identify this prob-
lem as the First Semantic/Epistemic Problem (FSEP) of religious language. The 
primary determination of semantic content for Aquinas is what I call the Aristo-
telian Epistemic Principle (AEP). This principle holds that a belief is related to 
some experience in order to be known. I show how an examination of the extent 
the AEP engenders the problem and allows us to find a way out of the FSEP. For 
example, through such an analysis, we can see how the AEP relates to Aquinas’s use 
of the distinction between the res significata and the modus significandi; the latter 
which includes the intension of being a created being where the former does not.

Thomas Aquinas envisioned philosophy as a handmaiden to theology; a 
way in which our purview is widened to accommodate and proportion 
the profundity of theological beliefs to limited human understanding.1 

As ordered to this Herculian task, perhaps there is no Thomistic doctrine more fun-
damental and controversial than that of analogy. Analogy is a semantic tool developed 
to provide epistemic security to the recondite and unwieldy doctrine of being and to 
provide justification for intelligible and true language about God.2 There have been 
many involved studies attempting to present the semantics of analogy as a coherent 
and grounded theory.3 It has also been the subject many sustained criticisms, with 
one critic claiming that “either the doctrine of univocity is true or everything we 
say about God is in the most straightforward sense unintelligible.”4 To say the least, 
much criticism of the doctrine of analogy has arisen from deep interpretive prob-
lems and unclarity regarding the extent and nature of the doctrine itself. However, I 
believe that there are two preliminary ways of clarifying the doctrine and deflecting 
the force of its critics. The first is to pin-point and articulate the originating condi-
tions that engendered the necessity for such a doctrine. Through this task, we can 
clearly see the conditions that need to be satisfied for the originating problem to be 
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resolved. Along these lines, we shall begin our discussion by identifying exactly how 
what I call the Aristotelian Epistemological Principle creates a need for construct-
ing a semantic theory of analogy. The second is to identify and extricate a cluster 
of distinct issues—specifically, semantic and epistemic—that are grouped around 
the Thomas’s analogy doctrine in hopes of clarifying the problems surrounding the 
doctrine as a whole. In this paper, I identify one such preliminary problem, which 
I call the First Semantic/Epistemic Problem (henceforth, FSEP), and then present 
Aquinas’s way of dealing specifically with it.5

Formally articulated and developed in the Western tradition by Moses Mai-
monides, the essence of the FSEP is familiar to students of Aquinas’s thought.6 The 
FSEP can be posited as follows:7

1.	 A positive judgment about extramental entities can only be true when the 
semantic content of this judgment pertains to, in some way, an extramental 
entity that is the subject of the judgment (Premise).

2.	 The only way that semantic content of a true positive judgment pertains 
to an extramental entity (or entities) that is the subject of a judgment is 
through acquaintance with that extramental entity (or entities) (Premise).

3.	 Only a created extramental entity is the kind of entity with which we can 
be acquainted (Premise).

4.	 Therefore, the only way through which the semantic content of a positive 
judgment can pertain to some extramental entity (or entities) is through 
acquaintance with the created entity that is the subject of the judgment 
(from 2, 3).

5.	 Therefore, a positive judgment about extramental entities can only be true 
when the semantic content pertains to the created extramental entity that 
is the subject of the judgment with which we are acquainted (from 1, 4).

6.	 In order for a positive judgment about God to be true, the semantic con-
tent of that judgment must pertain to an extramental entity with which 
we are acquainted (from 5).

7.	 However, God is not a created extramental entity (Premise).
8.	 God is an extramental entity (Premise).
9.	 Therefore, God is an extramental entity with which we are not acquainted 

(from 3, 7, 8).
10.	 Therefore, no positive judgment about God is true (from 4, 9).
11.	 Therefore, nothing positive can be known about God (from 10).

I need to address a few terms found in these premises. First, by ‘positive judgment’ 
is meant, in a broad sense, a non-negative judgment. A negative judgment is merely 
a proposition in which something is said to be not true of a subject. However, both 
negative and positive judgments each have logical and ontological meanings. A 
logical non-negative judgment pertains to the form of the judgment only, namely, 
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that the term ‘not’ is not part of the predicate. But, in the ontological and narrower 
sense, a non-negative judgment asserts that the entity expressed by the subject 
itself possesses rather than lacks some real attribute.8 For Aquinas, the model for 
understanding the nature of positive judgments according to its ontological sense is 
by appeal to common natures. A necessary condition for a common nature is that 
it is something that can exist either mentally as semantic content (as a universal), 
or extramentally as an individual essence of a being. Thus, a judgment is positive 
when the predicate asserts that that which is expressed by the subject term has a 
common nature (that can exist as an individual extramental essence) expressed by 
the predicate.9 A vital role that common natures play for Aquinas is that they serve 
to ground the relation between our conceptual semantic content and the extramental 
things represented by them.10 Regarding religious language, FSEP calls into question 
that any positive judgment—in which some real aspect is ascribed directly to God, 
such as ‘Wisdom,’ ‘Joy,’ ‘Love’—can be truly predicated of God. This is very dif-
ferent from negative assertions of God in which God is said to lack some attribute, 
such as ‘hatred,’ or ‘evil.’

Also, because I am using the term ‘acquaintance’ in a unique way, it needs to 
be identified. Underlying my use of the term is what can be cited generally as ‘The 
Aristotelian Epistemic Principle’ (henceforth, AEP), which asserts that a belief is 
related to some experience in order to be known.11 In other words, some perceptual 
experience is a necessary condition for every instance of knowledge. Within the AEP 
I place the notion of ‘acquaintance.’ To be acquainted with x is to know x where x is 
some possible object of direct perceptual experience. It is important to note that the 
way that I use ‘acquaintance’ here is quite broad.12 For example, insofar as I have had 
some experience of some dog, it is often enough for me to have some acquaintance 
with some other dogs that I have never directly experienced. This is because although 
direct perceptual experience is a necessary condition for knowing something, it is not 
sufficient. It is not sufficient (among other reasons) insofar as one has the cognitive 
ability to extend one’s knowledge beyond an instance to a universal grasp of a kind. 
Thus, in virtue of the fact that from the necessary condition of some experience I 
can grasp a universal attribute in a direct perceptual experience, it is true that I am 
acquainted with some dog with which I have had no direct experience.13

With this in mind, in premise (2) of FSEP is the condition that in order to hold 
a true proposition one needs to be acquainted with that extramental entity which is 
the subject of one’s judgment. In this case, it is sufficient that I be acquainted with 
what it means to be a dog in order for me to be acquainted with some dog with 
which I have no direct experience. So, when I know my belief that “The offspring of 
my dog Fifi will be a poodle,” my knowledge arises from the fact that the semantic 
content of “poodle” possessed by me allows my acquaintance with the extramental 
entity that is the first-born offspring of my dog Fifi. This is true despite the fact 
that the first-born offspring of Fifi does not exist and so is not something of which 
I have had direct perceptual experience. In fact, due to the fact that knowing a kind 
allows us to extend our acquaintance beyond what we have experienced, we can be 
acquainted with things that are far removed and foreign to us. For example, I can 
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be said to be directly acquainted with rationality through my experience of my own 
rational function and that of other human beings. Because I am acquainted with 
this property I can predicate this of entities with which I have no direct perceptual 
experience, such as Martians, and it is possible that such a judgment would be true 
because it does not trespass against the AEP.14

Premise (3) of the FSEP claims that any created thing is the kind of thing that 
can be known through acquaintance. As mentioned above, we are able to extend 
what we know in some direct experience beyond the scope of that given experi-
ence by identifying a universal kind or attribute in that experience. This allows 
us to extend our acquainted very broadly. However, (3) claims that the broadness 
of acquaintance is limited to the created order for the following reason: given the 
conditions of the AEP, it follows that the kinds with which we are acquainted in 
experience are themselves limited by possible perceptual experience. As a result, since 
only created things are the only things with which we can be acquainted, created 
things function as a limit for knowledge.

This conclusion is supported by another principle that accounts for how one 
can be acquainted with those things with which one has had no direct perceptual 
experience. Namely, the reason why I can be said to be acquainted with the future 
off-spring of my poodle Fifi without direct perceptual experience of it is because 
of the relation of similarity between these two entities that are understood under a 
common kind.15 However, this principle cannot be true of any created thing and 
an uncreated thing.

In addition, we need to point out that (3) asserts that if a thing is something 
with which we are acquainted, it is created, but it does not assert that every created 
thing is something with which we are, or can be, acquainted since it is possible that 
there are created things that are beyond the scope of acquaintance.

In short, FSEP asserts that since God—an extramental entity—is in no way 
related to the created order, and since the fundamental meaning for all of our 
concepts through which extramental entities are represented to us are given to us 
through acquaintance with things in the created order, it follows that our semantic 
content cannot represent God in any positive way. The argument asserts that our 
semantic content simply does not pertain to God, making God completely, and 
literally, inconceivable. FSEP is an appropriate name because a problem regarding 
the possibility of religious language is generated from a combination of epistemic 
and semantic conditions given in the AEP. Specifically, the epistemic conclusion, 
(11), follows from a complete semantic failure of our concepts to represent some 
positive aspect possessed by God.

If FSEP is sound, it would seem that our knowledge of God would have to 
be dependent on purely negative descriptions of Him. This certainly was Moses 
Maimonides’s conclusion. Although Aquinas was influenced by Maimonides’s claim 
that there is no relation of similarity between our concepts of things in the created 
order and those of God, Aquinas abandons neither positive, nor literal, expressions 
of God.16 In fact, Aquinas argues that even negative knowledge of God runs into 
its own fatal epistemic problems.17 Instead, Aquinas offers a way of resolving the 
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FSEP by rejecting some of its premises. Ultimately, Aquinas’s answer to the FSEP is 
found in the doctrine of analogous naming; that we name God using non-univocal 
terms of God and creatures. Implicit in the doctrine of analogy, are two views held 
in tension: (A) on one hand, only those concepts originally derived from experience 
are foundational for knowledge of God. (B) On the other hand, our knowledge is 
not limited to that with which we are acquainted, but rather the original concepts 
with which we are acquainted are adapted or changed to no longer pertain to the 
creaturely order but are made to correctly apply to God.18 Thus, before we turn to 
the doctrine of analogy proper, we need to address how Aquinas understands the 
possibility of maintaining (A) and (B).

To do so, we turn to question thirteen of the Summa theologiae. This ques-
tion is entitled “The Names of God,” and is a window into Aquinas’s perspective 
on religious language and his attempt at resolving problems of knowing God in 
conjunction with the AEP and the concerns that generate the FSEP. Among other 
things, question thirteen analyzes the manner in which the semantic content of 
our concepts relate to God in our naming Him. Much of the impetus for the 
question is the conclusion of question twelve: that God’s essence can be known 
neither naturally by us nor in this life (which is expressed in (9) of the FSEP).19 
Given the FSEP it is a question of considerable difficulty whether any name can be 
understood correctly to apply to God at all. As argued by Maimonides, any name 
predicated of God is tantamount to an idolatrous act.20 This seems to follow from 
the fact that since the very concepts through which God is named are derived from, 
and ultimately about, the created order, understanding God through such concepts 
is equivalent to ascribing creaturely properties to God; and, to entertain such an 
idea is idolatrous. In other words given the AEP the creaturely origin of our names 
cannot be transcended to accurately name the Divine uncreated Being. So, when 
we say that “God is wise” we unintentionally are thinking of God in terms of the 
creaturely concept of wisdom—our concept of wisdom as we know it through our 
acquaintance with wise human beings.

But as identified in the FSEP, there are epistemic concerns specific to Divine 
naming that differ from concerns regarding the semantics of Divine naming, even 
though certainly the latter affects the former. The epistemological concern regards 
how we can know that God really is P, whereas the semantic concern involves our 
understanding of the incommensurability between the origin and meaning of our 
concepts and the reality of God. Yet, clearly the epistemic question cannot be an-
swered unless the semantic one is resolved. To illustrate this, take the name ‘wise’ 
with respect to God. Certainly to know what “wisdom” means does not entail that 
we know that God is wise, and so this epistemological question stands alone. How-
ever, since any name has semantic content that is incommensurate with how God 
actually is, then it follows that we cannot know anything about God expressed by 
any of these names. As a result, an epistemic conclusion (11) follows directly from 
the semantic condition.

Aquinas takes up the issue about whether it is possible to give a name to God in 
the first article of question thirteen. In terms of the FSEP, Aquinas would definitely 
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accept premises (7), (8), (3) and (1). (7) is a dogmatic teaching of the Church and 
obtained by Aquinas’s proofs for God’s existence. (8) merely states that God does not 
depend on some mind in order to exist (other than his own). (3) involves the AEP, 
which is firmly held by Aquinas since, following Aristotle, Aquinas is committed to 
the idea that all knowledge is derived from experience of the created world around 
us in conjunction with intellectual operation. (1) asserts that semantic content 
represents its extramental entity in some way, a position advocated by Thomas with 
his doctrine of common natures and his epistemic realism in which that which is 
represented by a concept stands in a relation of similarity to that concept.

However, Aquinas rejects premise (2) as such, although he would accept an 
altered version of it from which the conclusion of the FSEP cannot be implied. 
Regarding (2), although he holds that in general the words that function in the 
signification of things through a formed concept are made possible by the fact that 
there is a relation of similitude between concepts and things,21 he does not think that 
a given concept needs to be limited absolutely to representing the original thing (or 
things) with which that concept had its original similarity. This is contrary to (2) 
which suggests that concepts are inflexibly fixed in semantic content to some specific 
type of extramental thing with which we are acquainted. From this, along with the 
assertion that God is not an extramental entity with which we are acquainted, it 
would seem to follow that it is impossible to know anything about God.

Certainly, Aquinas holds that all our concepts of extramental entities arise 
through experience with extramental entities but Aquinas also holds that there is 
a flexibility that semantic content has to the extramental things with which we are 
familiar. This flexibility allows for semantic content to apply to things with which 
we are not acquainted through a process of altering that original semantic content 
in some way. At the same time, Aquinas maintains that as a result of this alteration 
of semantic content, the distinctive similitude between our concepts derived from 
experience and God who is understood through such concepts is lost.22 In other 
words, whichever concepts are used to represent God have to be dissimilar to those 
extramental things that they were originally formed to represent. One result of this 
process is that it is impossible to know God’s essence in the same way that we know 
the essences of creatures because knowing something’s essence involves, among other 
things, having a concept that has a relation of similarity with the invariant structure 
of a specific extramental thing.23 For example, we know the essence of human beings 
through our concept of “human” because there is a relation of similitude between 
them. However, despite this limitation, Aquinas argues, we can still know God 
non-essentially through our knowledge of creatures both as the cause of creatures 
and negatively (by remotion).24

Aquinas’s revision of (2) raises two further questions about how it is possible 
to alter the meaning of our concepts so radically to apply to something other than 
those original extramental things with which we are acquainted. First, even if it is 
possible to stretch the meaning of a concept to incorporate other entities with which 
we are not familiar (even if one is willing to countenance acquaintance with things 
like angels as being of the same generic kind as something that perceive in experience, 
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such as agency, reason or substance)25 is it not beyond the capacity of our thought 
to represent a non-created entity! To wit, there is no possible point of comparison 
or similarity to bridge the semantic gap between what is experienced in the created 
order and God; even in its broadest possible conceptualization.

In light of this incredulity, in article three, Aquinas raises the objection that since 
all our concepts are derived from creatures, all language of God is merely metaphori-
cal and not literally true of Him.26 To dissolve this objection, Aquinas identifies two 
semantically relevant aspects in any instance of naming: the extramental attribute 
itself that is signified by the naming term, and its mode of signification.27 The first 
semantic component is the specific content of the concept through which some 
extramental entity is represented and signified. The second semantic component is 
the way through which that content is expressed—its mode of signification, or the 
manner in which the content is expressed. The modes of signification of a concept 
are the attributes possessed by the semantic content beyond that expressed by the 
first semantic component that are peculiar to the individual person signifying that 
extramental entity. For example, take the semantic content of the concept “stone.” 
When used to signify an extramentally existing stone, the first semantically relevant 
aspect is that component that directly represents the extramental stone. The second 
aspect is the way through which that stone is signified, such as “immaterially,” 
“universally,” “positively,” or for our purposes here, “through acquaintance.” These 
are all attributes of the semantic content of the person signifying the stone that 
goes beyond the immediate semantic content of the concept. The importance of 
this distinction is in the fact that one asserts only the first semantic component of 
the extramental entity itself that is the subject of its judgment and not the second 
component. Regarding religious language, attributes expressed by the Divine Names 
are correctly understood to be possessed properly by God via the first semantic 
component, whereas the way through which God is signified by them is not relevant 
to the truth of the judgment. This is seen in the stone example: the first aspect is 
attributed to the stone but the second is not; one is not saying that a stone is itself 
universal, immaterial, nor something with which we are acquainted, even though 
this is an attribute of its mode of signification. Likewise, when we apply names to 
God, the mode of signification “something with which we are acquainted,” (or, as 
Aquinas says, “a mode of signifying that is appropriate to creatures”) is not attrib-
uted to God.28 In this way, the limitation through which the semantic content fails 
to represent God is positively excluded from one’s understanding of an attribute 
as it is applied to God. This also addresses the problem about how we can name 
God according to non-synonymous names in face of the fact that God is Himself 
absolutely simple.29 The thing signified—namely, God—is accomplished through 
a complex mode of signification without undermining its truth.

The second problem that arises from Aquinas’s alteration of (2) regards whether 
the content of the altered creaturely concept expresses anything at all. If we are not 
acquainted with the concepts through which God is understood how do we know 
that they are not just fictions or inherently unintelligible? How do we know that 
such semantic content has any reference at all (regardless of the fact that God exists) 
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given the necessity of acquaintance for all regular knowledge? In answer to this, 
one need only point out that such a question follows from a confusion of semantic 
and epistemic concerns. The question is not how we can know that the semantic 
content of concepts with which are not acquainted is true or not about God; for this 
question is one that we shall take up shortly. The question at this point is whether 
or not the semantic content has proper signification; the question is whether or 
not the semantic content has sense and reference. Well, regarding sense, it certainly 
does, since one has altered an original concept with which one was acquainted 
to a new concept with a new meaning. Regarding reference, it seems that this is 
fixed independently of whether one has direct knowledge of the thing to which it 
refers; it is something external to us. Just because our first concepts are necessarily 
formed from those things with which we are acquainted does not mean that all our 
concepts refer only to those things with which we have acquaintance. There is no 
intrinsic limit placed on the reference of a concept from the fact that it is originally 
obtained through acquaintance with creatures, since this only constitutes its mode 
of signification and not the semantic content that identifies some extramentally 
existing attribute.

To conclude, there is much still left to be done to rehabilitate Aquinas’s doc-
trine of analogy. However, I believe that the answer to providing a coherent view 
of it is dependent on discussing semantic and epistemic conditions that give rise 
to its need. I hope that in what I have presented here is a good beginning toward 
achieving this great task.

Franciscan University of Steubenville
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speciei; de Deo autem nullo modo.”
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ergo dicendum quod intellectum est in intelligente per suam similitudinem. Et per hunc 
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non sequitur quod species intelligibilis abstracta sit id quod actu intelligitur, sed quod sit 
similitudo eius.” However, not only is there a relation of similarity between things in the 
mind and outside of the mind, but also there is such a relation holding between two things 
existing outside of the mind that fall under the same species.

	 16.	 Aquinas was not only influenced by Maimonides in this respect, but also by Pseudo-
Dionysius. See especially, Pseudo-Dionysius: The Divine Names and Mystical Theology, trans. 
J. Jones (Milwaukee: Marquette University Press, 1980).

	 17.	 Aquinas, ST 1.13.2: “Dicendum quod de nominibus quae de Deo dicuntur negative, 
vel quae relationem ipsius ad creaturam significant, manifestum est quod substantiam ejus 
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quod haec omnia nomina, licet affirmative de Deo dicantur, tamen magis inventa sunt ad 
aliquid removendum a Deo quam ad aliquid ponendum in ipso. Unde dicunt quod, cum 
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dicimus Deum esse viventem, significamus quod Deus non hoc modo est sicut res inanimatae; 
et similiter accipiendum est in aliis; et hoc posuit Rabbi Moyses, in lib. qui dicitur doctor 
dubiorum.”

	 18.	 Given Aquinas’s answer to the FSEP, we can see that John Duns Scotus misapprehends 
how exactly Aquinas’s analogous naming is a possible resolution of the FSEP. For example, 
Scotus argues in Ordinatio 1, d. 3, pars 1, qq. 1–2, nn. 26–55, that it is not “worthwhile to 
distinguish between knowledge of God in a creature and in Himself, since if knowledge is 
had through a creature, so that discursive cognition beings from the creature, I ask in what 
term this cognition comes to a halt. If in God in Himself, I have the proposed position, 
since the inquiry concerns the concept of God in Himself. If it does not come to a halt in 
God, but in a creature, then the same will be the end and the beginning of the discursive 
process, and so no knowledge will be had of God.” To this, in light of Aquinas’s answer to 
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in a creature and in Himself because the issue is not about whether it is God or a creature 
that is depicted (or is the term of the cognition) through a concept, for this is clearly the 
case. Rather, the issue concerns how it is possible for a concept, that always has a relation of 
similarity with created things can in principle represent God, with no relation of similarity 
between the concept and God. So, the relevance of distinguishing between the two is that 
in a sense, the term of the cognition is creatures (because there always remains a derivation 
and similarity with created things), and in another sense the term of the cognition of God 
(because God is known in some way through such a concept).

	 19.	 Aquinas, ST 1.12.4: “Dicendum quod impossibile est quod aliquis creatus intellectus 
per sua naturalia essentiam Dei videat.”

	 20.	 Moses Maimonides, Guide, 1.56.

	 21.	 Aquinas, ST 13.1: “Dicendum quod secundum Philosophum, 1 Perihermeneias, 
voces sunt signa intellectuum, et intellectus sunt rerum similtudines.”

	 22.	 For example, Aquinas says that following in ST 1.13.2: “Unde quaelibet creatura 
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	 25.	 See note 13 above.
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	 27.	 Aquinas, ST 13.3: “In nominibus igitur quae Deo attribuimus, est duo considerare, 
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candi.”
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mode distinct from how God is signified. This, as we defined above, is signification through 
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