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Religious Language:
A New Defense of Complete Univocity

Abstract. Various theories concerning how to speak positively about God have been
proposed. One such theory, the theory of complete univocity, states that although the
mode of existence between God and human beings is different, there are, in principle,
ontological commonalities between God and humans in existence and His attributes.
These ontological commonalities make it possible to attribute a single meaning to both
God and human beings univocally. In this article, it is attempted to both explain and
defend the theory of complete univocity, while also critiquing the theory of partial univocity, a theory which
believes solely in semantic univocity and ontologically assumes that God is absolutely different and separate
from humans. Further, as the commonality of meaning between God and humans requires the existence of
an ontological commonality between them, the theory of analogy is also not acceptable. Because, firstly,
the denial of shared attributes between God and humans has many unsatisfactory theological implications.
Secondly, there is no middle term between univocity and equivocality. Therefore, the only theologically
defensible theory is that of complete univocity.
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PenuruosHbid A3bIK: HOBad 3alllMTa MO/IHOH OAHO3HAYHOCTH

AHHOTALNA. BbUIH NPEIOKEHBI PA3INIHbIE TEOPUHU O TOM, KaK MONOKUTEILHO rOBOPUTH 0 bore. Onna u3
TaKUX TEOPUH, TEOPHSI OTHOM OHO3HAYHOCTH, YTBEPIKAAET, YTO, XOTSI CIOCOOBI cyIecTBoBanus bora u mo-
Jieil pa3InyHbl, B IPUHLMIE CYLIECTBYIOT OHTOJIOIMYECKUE OOIIHOCTH MEX 1y BOorom u JitoabMu B CyIIECTBO-
BAaHUMU U €TO anI/I6yTaX. DTH OHTOJIOrMYECKUC 06IJ_IHOCTI/I TO3BOJIAIOT OAHO3HAYHO MPUITUCATh CHI/IHHﬁ CMBICJT
u bory, u uenosexy. B 3Toii crarbe aenaercs nonbirka 00bSICHUTH U 3aLUTUTH TEOPUIO MOJIHOM OJIHO3HAYHO-
CTH, a TAK)KE€ KPUTHUKOBATH TCOPUIO YaCTUYHOM OOHO3HAYHOCTHU, TCOPHUIO, KOTOPAS BEPUT UCKIHOUYUTEIIBHO B
CEMAHTUUYECKYIO OIHO3HAYHOCTh U OHTOJIOTMYECKH TIPEIoaraet, 4to bor abcooTHO OTIMYEH U OTAENEH OT
bora. [lanee, mockonbKy OOMIHOCTH 3HAUEHUH MexXy boroM u moasMu TpeOyeT CylecTBOBAHMS OHTOIOTHU-
YyecKoi 0OIIHOCTH MEX/y HUMH, TEOPUS aHAJIOIMH TaKke Henpuemiema. [loromy 4to, Bo-NepBbIX, OTpHULIA-
HHUC 061]_II/IX Ka4CCTB MCKIAY borom n JIIOAbMU UMEET MHOKECTBO HEYOBJICTBOPUTECIIBHBIX 0Or0CI0BCKHUX MO~
ClIEACTBUI. BO-BTOpBIX, HE CYLIECTBYET CPEHEr0 TEPMUHA MEXKY OJAHO3HAYHOCTBIO U JIBYCMBICIICHHOCTBIO.
CrenoBarenbHO, €AMHCTBEHHAs: OOroCI0BCKM 000CHOBAHHAS TEOPUS — ATO TEOPUs! N0JIHOH OJHO3HAYHOCTH.

Kawuessie c10Ba: peTUrno3HbIA A3BIK, OMHO3HAYHBIN A3bIK, YACTUYHAS OJHO3HATHOCTD, MOIHAS OIHO-
3HAYHOCTb, JBYCMBICIEHHOCTb, aHATOTUS

Introduction
There are various theories available on how to speak meaningfully and positively
about God. In the Middle Ages, the main debate was between the ideas of Duns Scotus and
Thomas Aquinas. Aquinas held that the words which were applied to both God and human
beings have two senses, with their only being a similarity between them [Aquinas, ST, 1, q.
19, a 6]. However, Scotus disagreed with this and held that God is conceived not only in a
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concept analogous to the concept of a creature, that is, one which is wholly other than that
which is predicated of creatures, but even in some concept univocal to Himself and to
creatures [Scotus, 1987, 19]. So, in order to ascribe an attribute to God, the imperfection
associated with that notion in creatures must be removed, and then, by retaining the core
notion and ascribing the highest degree of perfection to it, attribute it to God. For example,
the notion of “wisdom™ or “intellect” is first simply considered in itself and absolutely;
for in this state, it neither indicates imperfection nor limitation. Then the imperfections
associated with it in creatures must be removed and by retaining the core meaning of
“wisdom”, we attribute it to God in a most perfect sense. Consequently, every inquiry
regarding God is based upon the supposition that the intellect has the same univocal con-
cept which it obtained from creatures, but God owns these attributes to the highest degree
[Scotus, 1987, 25].

However, univocal language has two main explanations:

1. Partial Univocity: According to this explanation, the attributes of humans are
applied to God in the same sense, but there is no ontological commonality between God
and human being. Thus, God is a ‘wholly other being’.

2. Complete Univocity: This theory maintains that, in addition to the fact that
semantically the attributes of God and humans have the same meaning, there are also
ontological commonalities, in some respects, between God and human beings.

In this article, firstly, the theory of complete univocity will be explained, then its
two main competing theories i.e., “analogy” and “partial univocity”, will be criticized.
Lastly, the criticisms against the theory of complete univocity will be answered.

Complete Univocity

The complete univocity theory contains two basic principles:

Attributes ascribed to God and human beings have a semantic core and are applied
to both univocally. When we ascribe the attributes of perfection to God, we do not use these
concepts in a separate and different meaning, but we consider God to have the attributes of
perfection in the same sense that humans conceive.

In addition to semantic univocity, there is an ontological commonality between
the attributes of God and human beings. God has knowledge, power, etc., attributes that
human beings are also said to possess; thus, there is an ontological commonality between
God and human beings in these attributes. However, the difference is that despite such
ontological commonality, divine attributes are necessary and absolute, while human
attributes are defective and contingent.

Among Muslim philosophers, “Mulla Sadra” has advanced the theory of complete
univocity. He, however, has proposed two distinct theories concerning God and existence
called “the gradation of existence” and “the individual unity of existence™; The latter has
been considered by some to be a kind of panentheism and has a fundamental difference
with the first one. I do not intend here to discuss which one is Mulla Sadra’s final view,
but, according to the first one, God exists and has attributes like power, knowledge, life,
etc., in the same sense we generally use them, but the difference is that these concepts
are realized defectively in the case of human beings, but concerning God, we must purify
these concepts from contingent and imperfect features and then attribute them to Him.
Therefore, God has ontological commonalities with human beings in terms of existence
and attributes, but there are also fundamental differences between them in the mode and
intensity of existence, which are not quantitative, but existential. According to the view
of Mulla Sadra and his proponents, the theory of the gradation of being, existence is an
extended reality that includes various instances; some of them (creatures) are contingent,
while God is necessary, but all instances exist in the same sense, and are ontologically
joint in principle, in existence and attributes [Sadra, 1981, 35-39; Sabzavari, 1991, 77-87;
Yazdi, 1999, 535-536].

Analogical Language Theory

From among the positive theories of religious language that contrast the theory
of absolute univocity, is the theory of analogy that was notably propounded by Thomas
Aquinas. He holds that the transcendence of God requires that no name attributed to Him
can belong to creatures in that very same sense. Likewise, the names applied to God and
creatures are not in a purely equivocal sense. Because if that were so, it follows that from
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creatures nothing could be known or demonstrated about God at all. Therefore, it must be
said that these names are said of God and creatures in an analogous sense, i.e., according to
the proportion between God and His creation [Aquinas, ST, I, q. 13, arts 5-12].

James F. Ross, advocating the Aquinas’s position, holds that this type of univocity
results in anthropomorphism. If the predicates applied to God and creatures are univocal,
then God will be anthropomorphic, since all predicates we have are derived from experience
and are primarily used of limited or finite things. And the context of all our language supposes
that part of the meaning of the predicate terms is the mode of existence of the entity to
which the property is attributed. Thus, if God is to have such properties as self-existence
and omnipotence, He must be a significantly different kind of thing from anything in our
experience [Ross, 1961, 498].

Partial Univocity

Partial univocity is another alternative to the theory of complete univocity. According
to this theory, the attributes applied to God and His creatures are univocal, yet ontologically
completely different'. Some mediaeval philosophers have defended this view. For example,
William of Ockham accepted the univocal language in the sense that the words applied to
God and other creatures denote common concepts, yet there is no likeness between them.
The essence of God and his attributes like goodness and wisdom are dissimilar to those of
the creation [Ockham, 1964, 119-120].

Arguments in Favor of Complete Univocity

As explained, complete univocity has two premises, each requiring separate argu-
ments. The first premise was that the words applied to God and human beings have the same
meaning. The arguments supporting this premise are:

Our intuitive understating of the attributes of God is that He has these attributes in
the sense we normally use, though the mode of being of them in God and human beings is
different. Sacred texts also ascribe various attributes such as life, knowledge, power, etc.
to God without changing their meaning. People’s apprehension of these attributes is that
they have the same meaning (although these attributes in God are infinite and absolutely
perfect). The apprehension of people regarding these attributes is not that these concepts
contain different meanings, but rather the same meaning is understood from them. However,
in order to ascribe these attributes to God, we must separate the defective characteristics of
contingents from them and then ascribe the most perfect sense of it to God.

Thomas William put forward the following argument in favor of univocity: “When
we apply these attributes to God, do these expressions have the same sense that is predicated
of creatures? If it does, we have arrived at univocal predication. If it does not, we must ask
whether we can specify the sense that the substituted expression has when applied to God. If
we cannot, it leads to unintelligibility of divine attributes. If we can, then we have a second
order substitute expression, and it leads to a regress. This regress in substitute expressions
must terminate somewhere, or else we have fallen into an infinite stutter and thus, again, into
unintelligibility. Therefore, to avoid unintelligibility and regress, we must accept univocity”
[Williams 2005, 579].

The argument for the second premise is that the semantic commonality of attributes
between God and humans shows that there are ontological commonalities between God and
humans, since factual concepts refer to, and are abstracted from facts in the external world.
However, this similarity does not extend all the way, such that God’s similarity to contingent
beings would render God contingent. For it is clear that God’s being is necessary, immaterial
and unlimited, but despite the fundamental differences between God and humans, there are
some commonalities between them. God, in the same semantical sense we use, exists, is
omniscient, is omnipotent, is alive, and so on, but the difference is that God and His attributes
are infinite, absolute, and necessary. God is a being who does not have any defects in his
essence. In fact, the semantic commonality of the attributes of God and man implies some
commonality in their being and their attributes, but it does not mean that God is like contingents,
because the being and attributes of God, unlike human beings, has no limitations or finitude.

From the above, it should have become clear that we attribute “existence” and
attributes such as “knowledge” and “power” to both God and human beings. Considering
this ascribing, if someone says that there is no commonality between God and human beings,
the question would then arise as to how a single concept (such as “knowledge” or “power”)
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can be abstracted from referents having no commonality? If we can abstract a single
concept from various referents, it indicates that there must be some sort of commonality
between the referents. Considering some other “gradational concepts” would help us in
understanding this point better.

Gradational concepts are those concepts that have a common ontological core
in all referents, but the mode of existence, in the referents is different, like “light” or
“motion”. “Light” is a gradational concept. i.e., in all instances of light, there is a shared
being of light, but some lights are bright, while others are dim. Similarly, “motion” is
another gradational concept. Some motions are long and some are short, but all motions
share the core reality of motion; this ontological commonality leads to the abstraction of
the single concept of “motion” from different referents.

Like these examples, the concepts of “existence” and attributes such as “know-
ledge”, “power” etc., are also gradational. That is, there is a kind of ontological commonality
between, say, the power of God and human beings, leading to the abstracting of a single
concept of “power” and attributing it to both God and human beings. However, in addition
to this ontological commonality, God’s power is unlimited and absolute, whereas human
power is limited and weak [Tabataba’i, 2003, 18].

A Critique of the Analogical Language Theory

Analogical language encounters many problems and cannot be accepted. The first
problem with this theory is the assumption that there is no commonality between God and
man. As what has become clear from the previous discussions, the lack of any common-
ality between God and human beings will make it impossible for us to ascribe any of the
attributes of perfection to God. For example, does God have knowledge in the manner that
we understand?

A: If God has no knowledge in the sense that we understand, it follows the denial
of an attribute of perfection from God, which is in conflict with pure divine perfection.

B: If God has knowledge in the sense that we understand, it follows the acceptance
of univocity. The view that God is a wholly other being cannot be accepted. Aquinas’s pre-
sumption is that since the mode of being of God is different from ours (for example, we
are finite, while God is infinite), there must not be any commonality between God and His
creation. This presumption, as explained, is incorrect.

Likewise, the problem with Aquinas’s theory is that the conceptions of univocity
and equivocality are jointly exhaustive, and there is no middle between the two. Hence,
if human attributes are applied to God in the same sense, it is univocity; otherwise, it is
equivocality. There is no middle concept. Let us consider here the example of “being
faithful”. It is an attribute contended that when applied to both human beings and animals
is used analogically, but the fact is that when we apply it to a man and an animal, it is not
done so with the phrase having two different meanings, rather the phrase being faithful
has a single meaning which is gradational. Being faithful in human beings has more inten-
sity, while it is weaker in animals. Thus, this example shows the gradation of existence in
which all instances are shared in one reality and therefore, there is a semantic core appli-
cable to all of them. This example does not allude to the analogy of language, but rather
that there cannot be anything between the jointly exhaustive conceptions of “univocity”
and “equivocality”.

Likewise, Ross’s position that the theory of univocity leads to anthropomorphism
does not seem to hold water. For anthropomorphism is if one believes that God has a body
or material properties, or is positioned at a particular place etc., but to believe in some
sort of commonality is not anthropomorphism, because, although God has something in
common with human beings, the existential differences between God and human beings
are very great and fundamental. An Infinite God is fundamentally different from a finite
man, but that does not mean the invalidity of any commonality between God and a man.
Although the attributes of perfection are first abstracted from limited instances, the human
intellect can purify these concepts from human’s limits and then attribute them to God.
This purification shows that human and divine concepts have two modes of existence,
but the claim that a difference in the mode of existence leads to a difference in meaning
is unsound; likewise, the differences in modes is not inconsistent with some commonality
between God and His creatures.
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A Critique of the Theory of Partial Univocity

Theory of partial univocity is, to some extent, reasonable. Since it accepts that
divine and human attributes have a semantic core and are thus univocally applied to God
and man in the same sense, but the main deficiency is that concepts refer to, and are ab-
stracted from, facts. If there is a semantic commonality between two things, it is necessary
that there be an ontological commonality between the two. The assumption that God is a
wholly other being who has no ontological commonality with human beings and has an
absolutely mysterious nature is incorrect. If there are semantical commonalities, it follows
that God’s Being (despite all the differences He has with human beings) has something in
common with humans. Although God is never fully conceivable for creatures, this does
not prevent us from knowing, to the extent of our capacity and understanding, some com-
monalities between us and God. Basically, the contention that there is a semantic com-
monality between God and man without ontological sharing, is a kind of contradiction;
because the requirement of semantic commonality is ontological commonality.

Complete Univocity; Objections and Responses

There are many objections that have been raised, especially by Thomas Aquinas,
against the theory of absolute univocity. They are explained and criticized below.

1. Objection. Ockham believes that the univocity has only a semantic implication,
not an ontological one [Ockham, 1964, 119-120]. In terms of this position, Richard Cross
argues that to account for any case where things fall under the extension of some concept,
there is no need to posit some kind of real commonality between them. He contends that
some examples would show it. For example, cats and dogs fall under the extension of the
concept animal — but there is no reason to suppose that there is something real, animality,
common to them. but rather the concept of animal is just an abstraction. Nothing is just an
animal. Things are animals in virtue of being a particular kind of thing — cats and dogs, for
example — and the fact that cats and dogs fall under the extension of the concept animal
is explained simply by the fact that they are cats and dogs: anything which is a cat is an
animal, and anything which is a dog is also an animal [Cross, 2008, 191].

Response. The problem of this argument is that factual concepts refer to, and
are abstracted from external objects. Thus, the semantic univocity implies an ontological
commonality. Two concepts fall under a general concept only when there is an ontological
commonality between them. This ontological commonality lets us abstract a universal
concept. But the ontological commonality does not mean that the animality exists sep-
arate from its instances (dogs, cats, etc.), but rather shows that they have an ontological
commonality only in animality, which is a specific, common biological structure that dis-
tinguishes them from plants and inanimate objects. The commonality of dogs and cats is
not only within their concepts, but that the concepts refer to the external world. This does
not mean that animality exists separately from its extensions, rather it indicates that all
instances of animals have something in common ontologically in the external world.

2. Objection. The acceptance of univocity requires accepting that God would be,
to some extent, grasped by the human intellect, which contradicts divine transcendence.

Response. This argument seems to be flawed, as God’s transcendence does not
imply that He must be inconceivable. It can even be said that a being who is inconceivable
does not deserve to be worshiped. Humans worship a necessary being who enjoys
knowledge, power, and other attributes of perfection to the highest degree, but if humans
have no knowledge of God, how can they worship an unknown being?! The transcendence
of God simply means that God is the only necessary, infinite, and pure perfect being; not
that humans have no understanding of Him.

What is important is that the concept of divine transcendence must be conceived
precisely. This transcendence does not mean the negation of any common or shared
attributes, nor does it indicate that we must be agnostic about His attributes, but it does show
that we know, to some extent, God and His attributes, and, that despite the commonalities,
nothing else could be a necessary, infinite and absolutely perfect being besides God.

3. Objection. What is predicated of many things univocally is simpler than both
of them, at least in concept. Now, there can be nothing simpler than God either in reality or
in concept. Nothing, therefore, is predicated univocally of God and other things [Aquinas,
1955, 144].
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Response. Simplicity is the sign of perfection of God when considered as factual.
God’s factual simplicity means that God has no composition in the external world,
unlike material beings that have material parts and depend on them. But simplicity in
concepts means that a general concept includes other ones. Divine perfection does not
necessitate that the concept of God be more general and broader than other concepts, for
many concepts such as “existence”, “object”, “substance”, etc. would be more general,
and include both God and creatures, but the generality of a concept never indicates real
perfection or imperfection. What is philosophically necessary is that God be ontologically
simple and have no composition, and it is this real simplicity that indicates the perfection
of God, but the simplicity in a concept (the generality of it) is never a sign of perfection
and thus is never a necessary attribute of God.

It should also be noted that it is not true that if a concept is more general than
God, it precedes God. Rather, God ontologically precedes all beings, but human beings
can abstract a general concept from God and His creatures that implies a shared attribute
of both. God is the only ontologically absolute being, and all beings are ontologically
later than Him. However, the human intellect has the ability to abstract the ontological
commonalities of these beings and then create broad concepts from them.

4. Objection. An attribute like “wisdom”™ in creatures is a quality, but not in God.
Now a different genus changes an essence, since the genus is part of the definition; and the
same applies to other divine attributes. Therefore, whatever is said of God and of creatures
is predicated equivocally [Aquinas, ST, I, q. 13, a 5].

Response. It should be noted from the outset that the general concepts applied
to God and human are not genus, because according to classical logic, as propounded by
Aquinas, “genus” and “difference” are components of a quiddity, and quiddity is abstracted
from finite beings, while God is not finite. Therefore, no genus can be applied to God
[Aquinas, ST, I, q. 3, arts 5-6; Avicenna 1983, 373]. However, there are general concepts,
which are the attributes of being and existence, not quiddity, that can be applied to God
and humans. Having noted this, it can be held that even though the mode of existence of
an attribute like “wisdom” in God is different from ours, its main core, which indicates the
“knowledge of something”, is the same; our knowledge is a quality, while the knowledge
of God is united with His simple essence; yet God is wise in the same sense that we are,
though His wisdom is beyond our limitations.

5. Objection. God is more distant from His creatures than they are from each
other. The distance of some creatures makes any univocal predication of them impossible
[Aquinas, ST, I, . 13, a 5].

Response. The mere fact that “God is more distant from creatures than they are
from each other”, does not entail the negation of any sort of commonality between God
and His creatures. It could be held that these conceptions are gradational, creatures have a
lower degree of them, whereas God has them to highest degree.

6. Objection. Every effect which is not an adequate result of the power of the
efficient cause, receives the similitude of the agent not in its full degree, but in a measure
that falls short. what is divided and multiplied in the effects resides in the agent simply.
Thus, when any term expressing perfection is applied to a creature, it signifies that
perfection distinct in idea from other perfections [Aquinas, ST. I, q. 13, a 5]. Consider
the following example. The heat generated by the sun and the sun itself are not called
univocally hot. Now, the forms of the things God has made do not measure up to a specific
likeness of the divine power; for the things that God has made receive in a divided and
particular way that which in Him is found in a simple and universal way. It is evident, then,
that nothing can be said univocally of God and other things [Aquinas 1955, 143].

Response. Though creatures take their attributes of perfection from God through
another mode of existence, but their attributes are not distinct perfections, they are the
same ones but are weaker, lesser and defective within human beings. Both God and His
creatures have these attributes, but the instance of them in creatures is composite (in the
theological sense), while in God they are simple.

Further, the example of Aquinas is misleading. Heat is produced by the sun and
is not univocal with it, but the sun’s heat is univocal with the heat produced by the sun
on earth because they share some commonality. Correspondingly, the concepts of God
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and creatures are not univocal, but the existence, knowledge and power of God has some
commonality with those of creatures.

7. Objection. Whatever is predicated of many things univocally is either a genus,
or species, or a difference, or an accident or a property. But nothing is predicated of God
as a genus or a difference; and thus, neither is anything predicated as a definition, nor
likewise as a species, which is constituted of genus and difference. Nor can there be any
accident in God, and therefore nothing is predicated of Him either as an accident or a
property, since property belongs to the genus of accidents. It remains, then, that nothing is
predicated univocally of God and other things [Aquinas, 1955, 144].

Response. The source of division of the above concepts, i.e., “genus”, “species”
and “difference”, is quiddity. In classical logic, as affirmed by Aquinas, quiddity is divided
into two types, i.e., “substance” and “accident”. Due to the simplicity of God, God
has no accidents. Likewise, a complete quiddity is called “species”. A species has two
components: a common factor, which is called “genus”, and a distinguishing factor, which
is called “difference”. From this division it becomes clear that concepts such as “species”,
“genus”, “difference” and “accident” are attributed only to quiddities, and since it was
held in classical logic that quiddity is abstracted from finite objects, any quiddity was
denied of God [Aquinas, ST, I, q.3, art 5-8., Avicenna, 1983, 345-349]. But contrary to
Aquinas’ argument, there are other concepts that have nothing to do with quiddity which
are predicated of many things univocally. These concepts are related to existence and
the attributes of existence. Concepts such as “existence” itself, “knowledge”, “power”,
“possessing life”, etc. are concepts that are predicated of many things univocally, but they
are neither “species” nor “genus” nor “difference” nor “accident”. So, Aquinas’ contention
that univocity is applied solely to quiddities and their components is not true, but rather
the univocity between the attributes of God and His creatures is related to existence and
its attributes.

8. Objection. Everything that is predicated univocally of many things belongs,
through participation, to each of the things that it is predicated of; species participates in
the genus and the individual in the species. But nothing is said of God by participation,
since whatever is participated is determined by the mode of that which is participated and
is thus possessed in a partial way and not according to every mode of perfection. Nothing,
therefore, can be predicated univocally of God and other things [Aquinas 1955, 144—145].

Response. Unlike Aquinas’ view, it would be held that God participates in
existence. There is a broad concept of “existence” that includes a number of instances.
There are numerous beings, all participating in existence. But the mode of existence of
each one is different from the other. The modes of existence of creatures is that they are
contingent and imperfect, but God has the most perfect mode of existence. Thus, God has
a special mode of existence, which is the highest one, and does not participate in other
modes which are defective.

9. Objection. Nothing is predicated of God and creatures as though they were
in the same order, but, rather, according to priority and posteriority. Because all things
are predicated of God essentially. For God is called being, as being entity itself, and He
is called good, as being goodness itself. But in other beings, predications are made by
participation, as Socrates is said to be a man, not because he is humanity itself, but because
he possesses humanity. It is impossible, therefore, that anything be predicated univocally
of God and other things [Aquinas, 1955, 145].

Response. Expressions such as “God is entity itself or goodness itself” are not
accurate. Because “goodness” and “entity” are universal concepts which do not exist per
se in the world. They are real, but they cannot, per se, be realize and actualized. Their
realization is through their referents. Thus, there is no such thing as “goodness itself” or
“entity itself”, and it does not make sense to say that God is “goodness itself” and “entity
itself”, but what must be maintained is that concepts such as “goodness” and “entity”
are general concepts that have numerous instances. Just as a man is an instance of these
concepts, God is also an instance of these concepts, but the difference is that God is the
highest being who has this attribute necessarily and in the most perfect mode.
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Conclusion

Regarding religious language, the theory of complete univocity has advantages
over the other theories. The theory of analogy faces the problem of advocating a middle
concept between univocity and equivocate. This theory also leads to a kind of agnosticism
about the attributes of God. The theory of partial univocity also is flawed, since semantic
univocity requires ontological commonality. Therefore, the best theory in this regard is
the theory of complete univocity. This theory provides a precise explanation of divine
transcendence, according to which the human intellect, based on its capacities, can attribute
some common attributes to God by eliminating their defective characteristics.

Conflict of Interest: The author declares that he has no conflict of interest.

References

1. Alston W.P. Divine Nature and Human Language. Ithaca and London Cornell University Press,
1989. 279 p.

2. Alston W.P. Religious Language In The Oxford Handbook of Philosophy of Religion. Ed. by
William J. Wainwright. New York: Oxford, 2005, pp. 221-244.

3. Alston W.P. Functionalism and Theological Language In Philosophy of Religion. Ed. by William
J. Wainwright. London and New York Routledge, 2010, pp. 277-291.

4. Cross R. Idolatry and Religious Language. Faith and Philosophy. 2008, no. 25 (2), pp. 190—196,
doi: 10.5840/faithphil200825217.

5. Avicenna. llahiyat Al-Shifa. Qum: Maktabah Ayatullah Mar’ashi Najafi, 1983 (in Arabic).

6. Ockham W. Okham philosphical Writings. Translated by O.F.M Philotheus Boehner. New York:
The Bobbs-Merrrill Company, 1964.

7. Ross J.F. Analogy as a Rule of Meaning for Religious Language. International Philosophical
Quarterly. 1961, no. 1 (3), pp. 468-502, doi: 10.5840/ipq19611356.

8. Sabzavari H. Sharh al-manzuma. Vol. 2. Tehran: Naab, 1991 (in Arabic).

9. Sadra M. Al-Asfar al-‘Aqliyya al-Arba‘a. Vol. 1. Qom: al-Mustafawi, 1981 (in Arabic).

10. St. Thomas Aquinas. Summa Theologica: Christian Classics.

11. St. Thomas Aquinas. On the Truth of Catholic Faith (God). New York: Image Book? 1955.

12. Tabataba’i M.H. Nihayat al-hikmah. Qom: Mo’assesah al-Nashr al-Islami, 2003 (in Arabic).
13. Williams T. The Doctrine of Univocity is True and Salutary. Modern Theology. 2005, no. 21 (4),
pp- 575-585, doi: 10.1111/j.1468-0025.2005.00298 x.

14. Yazdi M.T.M. Philosophical Instructions. USA: Binghamton University and Brigham Young
University, 1999.

Submitted for publication: October 19, 2023.
Accepted for publication: Novenber 15, 2023.
Published: June 27, 2024.

! My definition of partial univocity in this article is different from the William Alston’s definition of it.
Defending the functionalist approach to religious language, William Alston offers a different definition of
partial univocity (Alston 1989, 64—80, 2010, 277-290, 2005, 242), which is not discussed in this article due
to the detail of his view.

139



