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The  problem of the common good is the problem of finding something

which gives the individual human being an adequate reason for rising above

his or her private interests, not in the sense of finding a compromise which will

equally promote the private interest of all other human beings, but in the sense

of finding something which is beyond merely private interest. For the good

which is simply the sum of private goods is not a common good at all, but

merely a totality of private goods.

If there is no common  good, then, of course, there is nothing better

than man in the inverse – nothing, indeed, better than the sum of individual

men and women. One of the most perceptive of Canadian philosophers,

Charles De Koninck,1 argued that the trouble with Marxist philosophy is

exactly that it supposes that there is nothing better than man. We can see why

that is a  problem if we remember that there is a mystery about the political life

of our time. The mystery is that regimes with announced humanitarian

passions, especially those inspired by Marx and Lenin, have so frequently

turned cruel and come to be dominated by cults of personality which have

elevated their leaders to near-absolute power. This mystery may well be

related to the claim that there is nothing better than man. For if nothing is

better than man, then the best we can do is to see to it that some man – or some

men – achieve the full measure of human
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satisfaction. This means going as far as we can to see it, if you like, that some

human beings achieve the status of gods. If human achievement is an end in

itself, then we should see to it that it is as fully attainable as possible. In the

nature of things this status of pseudo-god can only be attained by some men,

or it can only be attained if some men serve and glorify others. It may well be

that De Koninck’s thesis accounts as well as anything not only for the

willingness with Hitlers and Mussolinis have been accepted by also for the

much more frightening faltering of regimes with serious humanitarian aims.

Father Dewan has given reasons for thinking that there is an intelligible

common good which is  "something better than man." But there is another side

to this problem posed by the characteristic ills of our time.  And this other side

has also been noticed by our philosophers here in Canada. In the celebrated

debate between De Koninck and Father Eschmann, Eschmann expressed the

fear that De Koninck’s common good might itself become oppreesive2: and,

indeed, if there is something better than man, it cannot be achieved by

truncating the virtue which is natural to man. It cannot show its superiority by

oppression. Somehow, whatever is better than man must not be oppressive of

man: What is better than man will have to be more and not less humane, and

it will have, somehow or other, to avoid crushing the private good of the

individual. Jacques Maritain believed that the answer lay in an adequate

understanding of the notion of person and of the relations between human

person and
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divinity. But De Koninck feared that personality would not, quite,  suffice – for

he believed that the search for superior personality might itself be one of the

things which could trigger a cult of personality amongst human beings, and he

understood how susceptible human beings are to dominant, charismatic

personalities. He was writing in the heyday of Hitler and Mussolini and he

understood what Stalin had been doing in the Soviet Union. Furthermore, he

believed that the complexity and plurality of the universe – all the elements in

nature which reflect the value which  rests in all being – needed to be

preserved: the common good was the optimal development of the universe of

divine creation, nothing less, and the business of human beings was to make

their appropriate contributions to this universe.

Father Dewan has suggested, too, how the implied collision is to be

dissolved on a Thomistic interpretation – in terms of the concept of love.  ln

De Koninck’s terms, and, I think, in maritain's,  too, one would go on to

explain that the  possibilities for human and divine achievement alike require

the development of an arena within which we may individuate ourselves and

within which the opportunities for value must arise.  We need a concrete world

and we need all the possibilities for conscious experience and for the kinds of

relations which can hold between living things for the possibilities of human

life to manifest themselves. If that is so, how much more natural richness is

needed for the possibilities of divinity to manifest themselves?



26

Our civic duties, on this view, are determined by the needs, human and natural,

of such a universe. 

This picture of a universe is one which commends itself, surely, to

Christians in general, but the problem of the common good is one which

manifest itself in a pluralistic democratic society as one of the  justifications of

civic duty – as the justification for actions which co-ordinate a whole

community which includes men and women who see the world in many

different ways.

How are people to be persuaded? Recently, Professor Alasdair

MacIntyre posed this question in a book which attracted a good deal of

attention and he came to a rather gloomy conclusion about it.3 Professor

MacIntyre, who described himself as an "Augustinian Christian" at the

beginning of his book, became a defender of what he prefers to call the

"Thomistic synthesis" by the end of it. He says that this synthesis has 

demonstrated its own internal rationality and that, as far as that goes,  it may

be said to survive any comparison with its evident competitors in the western

tradition. And yet, he says, when one comes to compare traditions, one faces

a difficulty, for one can only argue, In the end, within a given tradition.

There are many reasons why this might be so, but the obvious one is

that what counts as a good reason, either practically for doing something or

theoretically for accepting some argument, varies with the tradition. There is,

for instance, in the Thomistic tradition a certain view of knowledge, of the

human
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intellect, and of the proper ordering of the human will, which gives pride of

place to one's rational convictions over one's feelings, whereas in the

mainstream of the Scottish enlightenment tradition in philosophy, a tradition

to which MacIntyre gives a good deal of attention, there is a tendency to think

that reason "is, and ought only to be the slave of the passions"4 and also, in the

later phases of that tradition, a tendency to give a weight to the immediate

intuitions of common sense.

But one of the last of the Scottish philosophers of common  sense, Dr.

Thomas Brown, rediscovered the explorations of St. Bernard of Clairvaux

which suggested that the emotions, in love, finally lead us beyond ourselves.5

Brown thought that we were still trapped in a kind of transcendental delight,

but William Lyall who took up Brown's  philosophy in Canada realized that

this was a kind of contradiction, for delight is still our emotion, and the

message of Bernard was that love leads beyond all feeling and forces us to

engage our reason in order to grasp the transcendental reality.6 Curiously,

MacIntyre stops his analysis of the Scottish enlightenment Just short of an

examination of Brown and Lyall and so he does not see how the traditions

begin to work back together again.

We do need to explore this coming together of tradition, for part of our

strength in Canada is certainly that we live in a society in which the older

Catholic traditions of thought, Thomistic and Augustinian alike, have rubbed

shoulders with the tradition of the Scottish enlightenment. Indeed, in our

society
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all these traditions have met yet another philosophical current which MacIntyre

mentions but does not explore, the tradition which centres on various forms of

Hegelianism. In the Hegelian tradition, which was dominant in English Canada

during the last part of the nineteenth century and the first half of this century,

the formative period of our nation, reason is not something to be guided by the

passions but it is also not the process of making inferences from fundamental

premises. It is the process of putting coherence on the various facets of our

experience.  

I shall argue that the facts suggest that we have not remained deaf to one

another and need not do so. Hence we do not necessarily have to fear the

Platonic prophecy that a society with a plurality of aims and outlooks would,

if it opted for democracy, necessarily degenerate into a struggle of interest

groups in which victory must go to the strongest party. It is true that in

intellectual circles in our time in North America the most characteristic

political theories, even humane ones like that of John Rawls, tend to define

rationality itself as the pursuit of self interest.7 But we have other ideas of

rationality to draw upon.

The problem is not Just that aggregating personal interest leads to

collisions which, if they cannot be mediated on some level other than that of

self-interest, must eventually lead to the kinds of confrontation which now have

the potential for the obliteration of the human race. It is also that the interest

of
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a finite, mortal individual, if that is the only kind of interest there is, must lead,

with modern engineering skills, to the exhaustion of the resources which

sustain life itself, not only human life but all the kinds of life which our

universe manifests. Even taking account of the aggregated interests of those

who live now – if such interests indeed could be aggregated – would not

suffice to prevent an arrangement of things which preclude there being life at

all in the future.

Hence the suggestion of Father Dewan’s address is that there is what

might well be called a rational politics of love which needs to be explored. And

in fact thinkers in the main traditions of our thought have made use of a core

of ideas which figure in the concept of a rational politics. And this is a fact of

more than passing interest, for these philosophers have proved the intellectual

backing for what have been, traditionally, the three most influential elements

in the Canadian plurality. That is to say, I think, that the traditions which have

brought us to where we are have also carried with them answers to the

dilemmas posed by Plato's critiques, dilemmas of which, of course, our

predecessors were as well aware as we are. If politics have been left

increasingly to politicians, that is a sociological fact which ought to give us

pause for thought, and a fact for which recent philosophers must themselves

bear part of the blame. But it need not be regarded as eternal and inevitable.
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As I said, the tail end of the Scottish enlightenment came to Canada

bringing  with it remnants – though only remnants – of the philosophy of

common sense. Its principal exponent in Canada was William Lyall. Lyall's

Intellect, The Emotions, and the Moral Nature,8 published in 1855, appeared

seven years after his arrival in Canada, two of which were spent in Toronto at

Knox College and the rest at the Free Church College in Halifax.

Nineteenth century science had turned out to be different from

eighteenth century science. The world no longer appeared as a fixed,

unchanging order in which everything might be supposed to have been

ordained for a clearly discernible purpose.

Lyall reasoned that, if we are to find out about God's intentions, we

shall need some other route  to Him. And if knowledge of the order need for

the good society is not simply found in the study of a nature which works for

the best, some other source of knowledge will have to be found.

A tendency in western civilization has always been, when the intellect

fails, to fall back on the will. If we are not given values, we can crated them.

Lyall is not prepared to write off the will as illusion, but he is not prepared to

throw all his weight upon it either. For it is, traditionally, exactly in the will

that the flaw in human nature is to be found. It is wilfulness which pits us, after

all, against God.

Emotion has only occasionally been thought to have cognitive content.

One may learn something about one's own nature, obviously, from hunger of

from fear and one may infer something
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from this about the kind of world in which one lives. In a more sophisticated

way, novelists and playwrights convey emotion so as to give us not only some

sense of participation in the inner lives, even the driving forces of their

characters, but also  some idea of their world views, their values, and the causal

relations in which they believe themselves to be involved. More recently

philosophers have reflected fairly extensively on the distinction between brute

sensation and raw feeling at one extreme, and developed emotion on the other,

pointing out the role played by reason in our ordinary emotions. 

But Lyall was after something large; for, of course, he wanted to

re-introduce God ,into the rational world.  Moreover, one need some way of

distinguishing the contents of men's minds which had been corrupted by the

Fall of man and so had become unreliable, from some grain of inner truth

which might lead men back to God and which could be relied upon. Emotion

can be divided, as it happens, in a way which works perfectly for Lyall's view

of the universe and of man.

Consider the story of the Fall of man. Many versions of it are

forthcoming but they all have in common the belief that man stopped looking

to God and began to rely on himself.  He looked inward and made himself the

centre of the universe. Most of our emotions reflect this shift. They are

self-regarding and self-protecting. Hunger and fear, along with jealousy, lust,

and the desire for power and wealth are obvious examples. But even hope is

very often hope for our own future states. The one exception
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is the kind of love which involves putting the well-being of at least one other

being ahead of one's own. If John does not rush in to rescue Susy from the

burning barn, but hangs back and lets George do it, he had best not claim to

love her. Even love is apt to have an indirect element of self-regard, but then

we may claim that it is tinged with something else.

Pure love, which Lyall characterises as the love of God is, in this

sense, not explicable in principle by any attempt at self-reference. If one loves

for some end of one's own it doe. not count. Love in these terms tends to put

individuals at risk. Nowadays, Freudians may think it is all a complex affair

between the id, the ego and the superego, but Lyall would have said that such

a love was not what he was talking about. We might say it still has biological

value and may be the working of the evolutionary process, on the ground that

it may help communities to survive even if it puts individuals at risk. But the

love that Lyall is talking about would not work that way either. The pure,

disinterested love of God may, I think, in Lyall's terms, include the pure

disinterested love for all men – and that surely may put one's own community

at risk, too. In principle, if such a love occurred, it could not have a social,

biological, or psychological explanation, for, in each case, it would then be

something else.

Even so, it must have some explanation: Lyall thinks that our science

are good enough to assure that the universe is a rational and an orderly place.

Nothing just happens.  If men
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could never have been hungry in a world which had nothing to eat, nor afraid

in a world with nothing to fear, then this disinterested love could not have

occurred in a world which did not contain God.

Is there really such a love? Lyall thinks so and, as I said, he goes back

to St. Bernard, but he distinguishes his position from that St. Brown  who

does not, he thinks, distinguish this kind of love sufficiently from the love

which Brown defined as "delight in the contemplation of the object." St.

Bernard would have agreed with Lyall. In the end, no doubt, Lyall's own

convictions go back to revelation and to literature.  It must rely, that is, on our

direct experience of this kind of love and on all the literature which conveys

such experiences.

To those who would let "reason be the slave of the passions" Lyall

says, very well, let us then really look at the passions and see how they, too,

as much as reason, lead us to claim the transcendence of self-interest. In the

process we see something more (or at least something in another light) about

the concept of love, and we are forced to consider St. Bernard's classification

of the kinds of love9 – a rational enough activity though one which we would

have considered somewhat arcaqne had we not grasped  its  significance in the

task of bringing together the rival traditions.

We may wonder, of course, how it is that William Lyall was driven to

just that element in the Scottish common sense  tradition which might forge

a link with the Augustinian and
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perhaps even with the Thomistic traditions. Certainly Lyall was an admirer –

but also a determined critic – of Thomas Brown who had found St. Bernard

for himself.  But we must also remember that Lyall was writing in Halifax and

that the culture was not merely the Presbyterian one to which Lyall belonged.

His predecessor at Dalhousie, Thomas McCulloch, had felt driven to write

polemics against ''property;''10 Lyall did not. But he realized that he had

intellectual competition and that he could only defend his own Presbyterian

tradition by showing it not to be intellectually inferior to its competitors.

If these traditions meet, it is surely worth while to look as well at the

Hegelian tradition. For this purpose the plausible place to look is at the

writings of George Blewett. Admittedly, Blewett was not a "typical"

Hegelian. He criticized the formal logic of Hegell11 and he must have been

one of the few Hegelians to write a long essay on the philosophy of St.

Thomas and nearly the only one to pay much attention to Newman, but

Blewett is not so strange in the Canadian Hegelian tradition: Mgr.

Louis-Adolphe Pâquet prased John Watson for his perceptive understanding

of St. Thomas. It must be said of Blewette, too, that he died relatively young

at 40, leaving his philosophy unfinished. But he was not an eccentric who was

unnoticed in a backwater of empire: Boston University struggled

unsuccessfully to obtain him as the natural successor to Borden Parker

Bowne, the intellectual leader of American Methodism, and Yale obtained

him briefly as its Taylor lecturer. In the end, he insisted on
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staying in Toronto and once even voted Conservative against, he said, all his

ordinary convictions, in order resist free trade with the United States.

When we look at Blewett's published Taylor lectures, however, we

may be startled to see that he is devoting himself to something very close to

DeKoninck's project:13 Natural creation, he says, is not to be regarded as

something ultimately external to God, but as the fulfilment of God's nature.

It is, he says, a work of love and the understanding of it is inseparable from

the understanding of God.

When we look at our own experience we see, curiously, that it has no

natural limits. It can extend as far as reality extends. The universe is not

external to our experience. It comes through to us; as something which we

naturally understand - if we use our intelligence – and therefore as something

which follows the same principles as our own intellects. But in these terms it

is not self-explanatory: It fits the possibilities of our intelligence so well that

it can only have been made for us as a work of love. If so it is ours to use, but

on the condition that we respond to it as to a work of love. Blewett, I think,

was amongst the first men to notice that the western prairies were in danger

of becoming a dust bowl.

Once against we confront the phenomenon of love, conceived of this

time not as an emotion which leads us beyond ourselves. but as the feeling of

natural affinity – and therefore of natural
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obligation – which we have to accept as something which leads beyond

ourselves.

What, though, is "beyond ourselves?" If our experience extends to the

whole natural universe, nothing is beyond us except God and God is beyond

us only in that He is the Blewett's phrase "the home of all relations.14

What are we to make of these three traditions?  Seemingly, they do not

after all, literally conflict in their quest for the common good. Rather they

expose, in a manner reminiscent of Newman's theory of the development of

Christian doctrine, the manner in which one and the same idea may manifest

itself in different contexta.l5

We are faced with the logical power of a single idea. It is the idea of

whatever it is that leads us beyond ourselves to recognition of something

which fulfills the requirements of the common  good. Its logic is such that, as

Newman thinks must be the case for all the great controlling ideas, it

manifests itself in various ways. In the light of this we can, surely, approach

reasonably the things which divide us. The Canadian versions of Hegelianism,

the Canadian developments of the legacy of the Scottish enlightenment, meet

with the Thomistic and Augustinian traditions. They all give supporting

reasons for respecting the sanctity of life. More than that they show us how

we might reason with someone whose emotions or show attempts to put

coherence on his experience lead him to put, for the moment, his own

interests above those of the common good. They show us
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various ways of  achieving a balance  between respecting the individual's

good  and respecting the fact that we form an interdependent community.

They give us a philosophical framework for approaching our economic and

political problems.

It does not follow, of course, that all problems or, for that matter, any

problems would simply dissolve in the face of these merging traditions. But

the merging of traditions is bound to have some effect. Collectively the

arguments force us to admit that self-interest is not the ultimate referee – an

admission which must influence our beliefs about all the great matters of life

and  death, war, abortion, euthanasia, and the rest.  It forces us too, to concede

that we know better than to suppose that the principle of "every man for

himself" suffices, that we owe one another mutual support. It must influence

our views about the environment as well. A universe created in love is not

something to be treated lightly and yet it is also not something which we are

expected simply to leave to its  own devices. The divergent traditions

continue and yet they come together in a way which shows us how the good

reasons produced within one tradition may be translated into good  reasons

in another and how bad reasons are likely, on analysis, to be rejected by all

these traditions.
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