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Postmodernism and Christian Philosophy, edited by Roman T. Ciapalo.  Washington, DC:  American Maritain Association (Distributed by Catholic University of America Press), 1997.  294 pp.  ISBN:  0-8132-0881-5.

This volume is a collection of 21 articles written by (mostly) Thomists who are addressing the topic of Postmodernism.  The vexed term “Christian Philosophy” is not addressed by any of the authors, but presumably the term is in the title to indicate the standard according to which Postmodernism is to be evaluated.


From 13 of the 21 articles, a majority opinion emerges, which can be summarized thus.  Postmodernism is nihilist, relativist, solipsistic, materialist – it is a philosophical dead end, or worse, it is the end of philosophy.  Postmodernism, however, is the natural child of Modernism – the thought that follows from the principles established by Descartes, Hume, and Kant.  Descartes’ insistence on a system with no presuppositions and a subjective starting point, Hume’s phenomenalism and skepticism, and Kant’s idealism have combined to produce a series of philosophical positions that can never allow the human knower to attain anything real other than his own ideas.  The philosophy that starts with the mistakes of Modernism must end with the pessimistic conclusions of Postmodernism.  If Postmodernism has any value – and it doesn’t have much – its value is in its criticism of Modernism.  It has at least shown what the problems are, although it has no solutions of its own.


The philosophers of this majority opinion do have a solution, however:  don’t start with Modernism.  Start, rather, with what Gilson called the “Western Creed,” the great tradition of philosophical realism found in Plato, Aristotle, Thomas Aquinas, and others.  The richness of this volume is to bring out some of the different interpretations of that creed.  Jude Dougherty, Matthew Pugh, and Brendan Sweetman would have us bring the insights of Maritain to bear on contemporary problems in epistemology, natural philosophy, and metaphysics.  Benedict Ashley, David Burrell, James Schall, Joseph Koterski, Joseph de Torre, and John Knasas all direct us to Thomas himself, for natural philosophy (Ashley), for metaphysics (Burrell, Knasas, de Torre), or for a philosophy of religion (Koterski, Schall).  John Deely, Robert Royal, Rosalind Smith Edman, and Curtis Hancock recommend a Thomism that is found in a broad tradition, Deely advocating John Poinsot and Smith Edman advocating John Paul II as good exponents of that tradition.  The majority position, then, is that the only way to avoid the problems of Postmodernism is to avoid Modernism, and the best way to do that is to start with Thomism.


The minority report, however, from seven of the authors, goes something like this.  Because we do live in a postmodern age, we are not at liberty simply to dismiss Postmodernism.  If we are to be intellectuals of our own time, and not merely antiquarians, we must talk constructively with our own contemporaries.  Like it or not, many, if not most, contemporary intellectuals are postmodern.  Since Martin Heidegger is sometimes taken as a harbinger of Postmodernism, two of the authors, Michael Baur and Robert Wood, have attempted to show that there can be some rapprochement between Heidegger and Thomas (Knasas, mentioned above, dealt with Heidegger and Thomas also, but he could not find as much common ground as can these two authors).  Don Asselin, Gregory Reichberg, and Merold Westphal have examined Postmodernism as a more or less coherent philosophical position.  They have extracted some insights from postmodern thinkers, but they have also offered criticisms of Postmodernism.  Gregory Kerr would use Maritain’s understanding of art to establish some connections with Deconstruction; James Marsh finds that Lonergan provides ways for Christian philosophers to talk with postmoderns.


My brief comment on the minority report is that the attempt to find philosophical worth in Postmodernism is more well-intentioned than it is successful.  If Christian philosophers must be realists and must hold that there are universal ethical principles, it is hard to see what common ground there can be with the postmodernists, who have so strenuously denied both of these points.


I return to the majority position to note a possible problem.  Roughly – very roughly – the majority position is that the solution to Postmodernism is Thomism.  If we would do philosophy according to Thomistic (pre-modern) principles, we would avoid the problems of modernity and postmodernity.  “But,” the postmodern objector would like to say, “see how many voices are clamoring to represent the true Thomas, even in this one volume.  There are Gilsonian Thomists (Knasas, de Torre) who would see the primacy of metaphysics and the doctrine of esse as the key to most philosophical problems.  There are the natural philosophy Thomists (Ashley, Pugh) who would dispute this Gilsonian position, and Ashley and Pugh would dispute themselves over the proper relation of natural philosophy to the specialized natural sciences.  There are Maritainians in the broad sense (Deely, Royal, Hancock, Smith Edman) who advocate a tradition that goes well beyond the texts of Thomas, and there are those who would direct us to the doctrine of Maritain himself (Dougherty, Pugh, Sweetman, Kerr).  Some think that the thought of Heidegger (Baur, Wood) will help to advance Thomism; others disagree (Knasas).  And there are advocates for Lonergan (Marsh) and Bonaventure (Westphal).  The disagreements among Thomists are profound.  Such disagreements are, in fact, evidence of the truth of Postmodernism, for they show that definitive philosophical truth is impossible to attain.”


One response – a contentious response – is to say that the fact of disagreement does not itself imply that truth cannot be attained, for some interpretations of Thomas may simply be wrong.  There is, however, a better, more irenic response.  In fact, notwithstanding some important disagreements, all or almost all of those in this volume would agree on a very substantial list of philosophical claims.  Here is a partial list.  True philosophy is realist.  This means that the human knower first and immediately knows things, not concepts, representations, or words.  This also means that the first philosophical discipline is not epistemology.  Epistemological problems can be solved only after certain truths about the world are established.  Material things are hylomorphically composed.  There is a fundamental and irreducible difference between substantial being and accidental being, between substantial and accidental change.  The first principles of the sciences cannot be demonstrated but cannot be rationally denied and can be dialectically supported.  The being of all things is really distinct from essence, and this fact indicates a fundamental causal dependence of all creatures on God.  Ethical precepts can be known to be universally true, even if concrete applications are, in some instances, uncertain.  The ethical life is a life of virtue.  And so forth.


In giving such a list, I do not wish to pretend that the disagreements among Thomists are negligible.  I do, however, wish to affirm that philosophical truth can be attained and that there is evidence for this claim in the philosophical work of the authors of this volume.


The numerate reader who can count even beyond the natural resources of combined fingers and toes will have noticed that I have not mention one of the 21 authors.  Thomas Hibbs did not write on the topic of Postmodernism, but he did write a very good article on prudence.
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