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Has Thomism a future?  Should we be concerned if it does or does not?  Few who are deeply familiar with the thought of Aquinas would deny that it is a patrimony that we neglect at the expense of our own clarity, particularly at a time when contemporary thinking seems at an impasse on many things about which the Ancients speak persuasively.   True, some of the partisans of the Doctor Communis have lately done his cause more harm than good, erecting out of his thought a self-enclosed system hermetically sealed from contemporary questions and from alternative strands of thought within the tradition itself.  But there is now little reason to confuse this decadent phenomenon with the mind of St.Thomas himself or, for that matter, with the minds of his best contemporary students.  

As a result, the reader of the present volume can find papers from scholars who turn to Thomas for a number of different reasons and are in no bland harmony about what they find there.  One may find, as always, sturdy defences of the realist tradition of Gilson and Maritain from scholars such as Raymond Dennehy, Desmond J. Fittzgerald and John F.X.Knasas.  One may find a cautious pluralism in Gerald MacCool and W. Norris Clark as well as a more radical openness to contemporary thought in R.F. Harvanek.  There are a number of contributions dealing with Thomistic practical philosophy, which has undergone something of a revival in the wake of Alisdair MacIntyre’s post-modern retrieval of Thomas’ ethics. This is perhaps the most striking trend in contemporary Thomism as it is in its origins independent of institutional Neo-Thomism and a sign that Thomas can stand quite well on his own two feet.  Of particular note here are contributions by Vittorio Possenti and Finnish philosopher Juha- Pekka Rentto.  From the theological side there is a percipient piece from J.A.DiNoia, arguing against a false separation of Thomas’ philosophy from his theological interests, and reflections on the role of Faith in public life from David Schindler and J.P.Dougherty.  Also of note are articles by Joseph Pieper on the place of philosophy in the contemporary world, a piece by David Burell on the problem of grace in Lonergan and Maritain, and an instructive paper on Thomas’ metaphysics of participation by Joseph Koterski.  There are a number of other interesting contributions which space does not permit me to mention .

I would, however, like to single out for comment the paper by Gerald MacCool as so many other of the contributers are in one way or another reacting to it and because it raises issues that go to the core of Thomism’s self-perceived role as a unifying intellectual framework for Catholic christians.  Fr.MacCool is well known for his thorough researches into the history of the Neo-Thomist movement and it is his central contention that modern Thomism has collapsed from its own inner tension into philosophical pluralism.  He holds that the historical researches inspired by Aeterni Patris have undercut Pope Leo’s belief that a common philosophy underlay the writings of the Church Fathers and the great Scholastics and that Thomas perfected this and summed up his predecessors without remainder.  He holds that there are a plurality of Christian wisdoms, of which Thomism is a notable example, and that Thomas himself can be taken in transcendental or realist directions, neither of which can claim to be the final interpretation of his thought.  MacCool holds this to be no cause for distress however for, in his view, differing philosophical approaches in differing historical epochs can analogously but irreducibly convey the same true judgements.

Much depends on whether this last assertion can be rendered intelligible and there are those for whom a position of this kind can only collapse into relativism.  This is the view of Raymond Dennehy, who responds to MacCool from a Maritainian perspective.  Dennehy finds a host of evils lurking in the Pandora’s box of MacCool’s pluralism such as historicism, relativism, representationalism and finally even materialism.  He asks what it means to say that concepts are historically relative and finds that historicism illicitly transfers the contingency of the object the the nature of our judgements about it which, when they are true, are timelessly so and only timebound to the extent that they are false or incomplete.  Futher, he finds that the relativity of concepts can only be deduced from a representationalist denial that we directly apprehend external things, which must in turn be deduced from a reductivist and materialist denial that the mind becomes the form of the object in an immaterial act.  Dennehy holds that MacCool’s pluralism is incompatible with realism and what is not realist is not Thomist and must be rejected by all who claim to follow Thomas. 

The present reviewer is in no hurry to accuse Fr. MacCool of crypto-materialism: while materialism may lead to representatiomalism and historicism it need not follow that historicism and representationalism must always imply materialism.  The great question though is whether the kind of pluralism he envisages necessarily has relativist implications and whether he can hold that concepts are historically contingent but nonetheless give us genuine insight into the way things really are.  MacCool seems confident that they can but on what is this confidence based?  After all, it can easily be argued that the claim that differing concepts can be analogously but irreducibly true involves a basic contradiction; if two concepts represent the same phenomenon with equal adequacy  shouldn’t this mean that at some level it must be possible to reduce one to the other or subsume either in a third?  If  this cannot be done doesn’t this indicate some inadequacy in one or either of the concepts?   In what sense can we affirm truth  without denying irreducibility or affirm irreducibility without limiting truth?     Moreover, how does one judge whether two concepts embody the same true judgement without some independent grasp of the object under consideration?  Is plausibility or coherence being used here as criteria of truth ?    The claim that irreducibly different concepts can both be true calls out for elucidation before it can be defended from the charge that it leads to scepticism and it would help to know more presicely how MacCool would elucidate it.  

If Dennehy thinks MacCool has gone too far, Robert Harvanek seems to hold that he has not gone far enough.  For him, true pluralism must embrace an openness to modern process thought, eastern religions, and some of the more speculative reaches of modern science.  He finds, in fact, that the whole Thomist tradition is deficient in a number of respects.  In particular, he faults this tradition with clinging to the classical doctrine of substance, which he finds falsely individualistic and for which he would substitute a conception of the world as “...a dynamic net with knots of cohesion.” (p.80)  Furthermore, he finds that Aristotelian thought neglects the social and linguistic dimension of knowledge and asserts that, for Aristotle “All one needs is the physical universe including the biological and sensible world with an agent and passive intellect to explain human knowledge.” (Ibid.) The present reviewer finds this a dubious characterization but careful readers of Aristotle may make what they will of it.  On the crucial point, I must say that while I do not know whom or what I am I am quite sure I am not professor Harvanek.  If he chooses to say that this is because we are distinct knots of cohesion rather than distinct substances I am not convinced that much has been gained .   The problem is to say what makes a thing this thing and not another (if one admits that in some sense there are distinct things) and it is too easy to escape it by resort to metaphors that are unproblematic precisely to the extent that they are vague.    

Overall this volume reveals a healthy ferment among those who call themselves followers of St. Thomas.  Most promising  for the overall health of the tradition is the growing interest from a number of quarters in Thomistic ethics for if St.Thomas is clear where contemporaries are not on such questions as the relation of what is and what ought to be in the act of moral judgement this is becaues, as Possenti and Rennto both argue in the present volume, he has an ontology that enables this clarity.  If this ontology is the only one that can render intelligible so basic an experience as moral obligation then it can only recommened itself to those who seek to understand themselves as practical agents.  I conclude by offering the tentative suggestion that a fruitful path for Thomism might well lie in spelling out the metaphysical implications that underlie our knowledge of ourselves as moral agents. 

