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The Common Things:  Essays on Thomism and Education

Edited by Daniel McInerny.  Washington, DC:  American Maritain Association (The Catholic University of America Press), 1999.  ISBN:  0-9669226-0-3.  281 pp. + x.

This collection of 23 essays by different contemporary students of St. Thomas Aquinas and Jacques Maritain provides some philosophical analysis of contemporary higher education in America.  The consensus of the authors included in this volume is that all is not well in the academy, especially in the Catholic college or university.  We gain from this volume some explanations of why things have gone wrong, and also some recommendation of how things can be put to rights.  If you had time to read only one, the first essay by Father Benedict Ashley, O.P., would be the one to read.  Let me summarize Father Ashley’s article in order to introduce the problems taken up by some of the other authors.


Father Ashley recommends an academic program that is Thomistic, but we must understand correctly what Thomism is, and what it is not.  To begin with, we should reject the Enlightenment dichotomy between the material world and the spiritual, for if (contra Kant and others) it is possible to demonstrate the existence of God and the incorruptibility of the human soul, then disciplines such as metaphysics and theology must have a genuine place in the academy.  Furthermore, the correct epistemological starting point cannot be in the subjective knower, as it is for Descartes or for Transcendental Thomists, for such a subjective starting point makes a realist philosophy impossible.  As well, a Thomistic education should not be based upon an existential Thomism.  That is, we should not regard Thomistic philosophy as reduced to a metaphysics of being that is known in complete isolation from the truths of the natural sciences.  In this, Father Ashley takes issue both with Gilsonian Thomists, for whom, “metaphysics itself stands alone, receiving nothing essential from natural science,” and with Maritain, who did not accord sufficient certitude to natural science and hence excluded it from the ambit of natural philosophy and metaphysics.  According to Father Ashley, metaphysics can only exist because, at the culmination of the study of the natural sciences and anthropology, are demonstrations that being is more than material being.  From these demonstrations, metaphysics gains its subject matter, and from its relation to the natural sciences one can see something of the content of metaphysics.  Metaphysics should be an interdisciplinary reflection on all of the sciences.


Once it is clear what is meant by Thomism, Father Ashley then recommends five points for a Thomistic program of study in a college or university.  First, one must study subjects in an order that is appropriate to learning.  The order is the following:  linguistic studies (including grammar, languages, literary theory, rhetoric, dialectic, and logic); mathematics; the natural and social sciences, coordinated in such a way as to yield a proper scientific understanding of human nature; ethical and political studies; metaphysics (as an interdisciplinary reflection on all the philosophical disciplines); and, finally, theology (which can only be done when a sound philosophical, liberal arts education is in place).  Second, the learning environment should be Christian, in order to foster the gifts of the Holy Spirit (useful to study) and the moral life that is requisite for study.  Third, learning should be communal, for the difficulties of learning can only be overcome with a common effort.  Fourth, the practical arts should be integrated into academic study, for students need to prepare themselves to be employed after their education is complete.  Fifth, education should prepare students to participate intelligently in a free democracy.


Turning to the 22 following essays, we find that seven of them expose the fact that the contemporary academy has abandoned its mission to discover truth.  These seven essays express the urgency in Father Ashley’s plea to restore the university’s philosophical mission to discover the truth.  There are many culprits in the university’s demise – ideology and politics on campus (Herbert I. London), deconstructionism (Donald DeMarco), postmodernism (Gregory Kerr), scientism (Curtis Hancock), multiculturalism (Jerome Meric Pessagno) – but all or most of these can be traced back to the failure of the Enlightenment project, the purpose of which was to hive off purely secular (eventually anti-religious) disciplines from revelation.  This fact is brought out well by Alice Ramos and by Francis Slade.  Slade, in particular, shows the results of the Enlightenment project in two influential contemporaries, Richard Rorty and Allan Bloom, both of whom serve for a number of the authors in this volume as object lessons.  Rorty is a modern Callicles, for whom philosophy is replaced by rhetoric, or sophistry, the purpose of which is to gain power over others; and Bloom is the urbane skeptic, for whom philosophy is a series of brilliant and attractive questions to which there are no answers.


A second group of six essays brings out Father Ashley’s point that the contemporary curriculum needs reform.  Whereas Father Ashley had stressed the importance of the order of study (as also had Maritain in his Education at the Crossroads), the authors in this volume are more concerned to stress the need for the integration of the different disciplines.  Some essayists point out the need for curricular reform and interdisciplinary courses (John M. Palms, Joseph Koterski, S.J., Walter Raubicheck, and Charles R. Dechert).  Two essayists, Peter A. Redpath and Daniel McInerny, develop the theme anthropologically and epistemologically.  Both Redpath and McInerny show, in different ways, the importance of the fact that all knowledge begins with sensation; for Redpath, it is important to see that all human knowing is always knowing through sense images; for McInerny, it is important to see that the student always begins with an affective, connatural knowledge, which is the basis for the student’s being able to achieve the fundamental insights into first principles.


Yet another group of authors (Robert E. Lauder, James V. Schall, S.J., and Gregory M. Reichberg) argue that a Thomistic program of education should include an education in the moral virtues.  As we educate whole human beings, and not detached intellects, we must direct our educational efforts to the whole man, and this means directing education in part to the moral formation of the student.  On this, I would mention a point raised by Father Ashley:  that Thomas Aquinas was rather “intellectualist” than “voluntarist”.  Thomas would have thought that university education is primarily directed at the intellectual virtues, and only secondarily at the moral.  The moral virtues are certainly important – and failures in education are almost always moral rather than intellectual – but the moral virtues are a means to the development of intellectual virtues, not vice versa.  


A final group (Michael W. Strasser, Henk E.S. Woldring, and Mario Ramos-Reyes) show the importance of university education for a healthy polity.  A civilized, democratic society presupposes a citizenry educated enough to participate intelligently in the political process.  Some common culture is required in order that citizens and political leaders know what the common good is that they are trying to promote, and the transmission of the common culture is made possible in large part by education.


Let me close by drawing attention to one very thoughtful essay, not yet mentioned.  Robert J. McLaughlin gives some of the most practical recommendations that are to be found in this volume.  McLaughlin reflects upon his experience as a student at St. Michael’s College in Toronto in the late 1940s and early 1950s.  What was true of St. Michael’s College then was true of Catholic colleges and universities generally in Canada and the United States until the late 1960s.  There was a genuine Catholic ethos on campus, an integration of academic work and spiritual development, a truly Catholic culture that formed the academic institutions and people.  Things are very different now on most Catholic campuses.  Can we recover what has been so sadly lost?  McLaughlin makes three practical and sensible recommendations, although none of the three will be easy to realize.  First, Catholic colleges and universities should have the policy of hiring faculty who are willing and able to promote a Catholic understanding of the world.  Often, but, importantly, not always, this will mean hiring Catholics.  Second, the campus ministry should be directed to the goal of showing the integrity of faith and reason.  This goal is easier to achieve when the priests involved in ministry are also professors in the classroom, but it can be achieved in other ways as well.  Third, a standard of moral life on campus must be maintained that is conducive to growth in the moral and theological virtues.  That these three simple recommendations will be difficult or impossible to achieve on some formerly Catholic campuses is a mark of how badly things have gone.  Apart from achieving these recommendations, however, there is little hope of any practical results from the Thomistic educational theory developed in books such as The Common Things.  
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