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Escaping Determinate Being:

The Political Metaphysics of Jacques Maritain and Charles De Koninck

By Leslie Armour
Much of our political theory is developed in the domain of what Hegel called “determinate being” -- the conceptual realm in which reality is conceived as consisting of distinct atomic entities, each largely independent and intelligible in and of itself and having no logically necessary connection to others of the same sort. Hume’s sense data are such entities but so are human beings, according to Hobbes. The politics of Hobbes and his followers -- down to David Gauthier in our time
 -- failed, if my argument is right, because there is no way of summing the interests of the beings in question. Quite sophisticated schemes -- like those of John Rawls
 -- have been proposed. Yet they still fail in practice as well as in theory. American politics is strongly Rawlsian, and its gentlest practitioners have tried to put everyone's interests together in innumerable coalitions. President Clinton failed to achieve his major hope, the provision of a national system of health care because the different interests could not be added and subtracted as he hoped. President Bush has set many of the inhabitants of many parts of the world at one another’s throats, refusing to accept that Americans necessarily belong to a world community in which everyone draws on the same moral sustenance and everyone depends on all the others. Rawlsians in Canada practice the same arithmetic. No one seems able to add the interests of Québecois to those of Prince Edward Islanders and get a result which satisfies much more than half the population. Separating the communities produces only the same level of satisfaction.

1. WHAT MUST WE ADD TO HOBBES AND RAWLS?

One way of putting the resulting problem is this: What would we have to add to the Hobbesian or Rawlsian world in order to get a world in which political and social problems could be solved? However different the two are, they have in common that they face the problem of aggregating social atoms. If we could answer that question we would, certainly, then want to ask what would justify us in believing that there exists such a richer world. To believe falsehoods for the public convenience is to take the coward's way out. Yet if there were even a small amount of evidence or a not very strong argument that there was a better solution than that of Rawls, we still might want to entertain it because human beings might be less likely to destroy themselves if they believed that they could solve their problems than if they believed they couldn't.


There have been suggestions., The ones I will discuss in this paper are versions of what one might call "modern Thomistic
 philosophies". Essentially what is added in the philosophies of Jacques Maritain and Charles De Koninck is a group of related metaphysical elements. They include two basic notions. One is the notion that we are spiritual creatures who through knowledge can be linked to the whole universe and through whom, therefore, all reality can be expressed. The other is the notion that we share a common image, that of God, and are therefore linked to a common good.


Maritain's philosophy contains the ingredients which Hobbes' lacks and Maritain has some strong arguments. There are difficulties, of course. The difficulties, as one might expect, are more conceptual than evidential. To try to minimise them I shall try both to state Maritain's position and to offer a more general foundation for such a system than the one which he actually puts forth.


Maritain calls his social and political philosophy "Thomistic personalism,”
 a doctrine which he says is metaphysical in its foundations and which derives above all from an understanding of the "distinction between individuality and personality".
 An individual is, for Maritain, a biological organism with a precise location in space and time while a person is a being capable of knowledge and of containing, as knowledge, the characteristics of all that can be known. The union of person and individual and the tension between them is the essence of the human condition.


Maritain himself realises that there is a serious question as to whether or not we ought to offer a metaphysical foundation for political and social theory. He would not have been surprised by objections to such a notion, but he tends to tackle them obliquely. The central distinction between individual and person arises within the body of Thomistic metaphysics, and this metaphysics has its own justification. The more general foundation which I shall propose leads directly to a position like Maritain's.

2. METAPHYSICAL JUSTIFICATIONS
I have argued that the classical and continuing problem of the conflict between individual and community is necessarily a metaphysical one. If communities have no footing in reality, if they are simply invented by us, then the situation is surely quite different from one which must obtain if communities exist as -- in some sense -- a natural kind. One who decides that the community is of no value, is, in the latter case, like the man who decides to tear down a house, whereas, in the former case, he is in the much simpler situation of the man who decides not to build one. No permit is needed for not building a house, and a much different argument is needed if one is to show that someone ought to build a house whether he wants one or not.


The example is mine and not Maritain's, but it has a point. Maritain, for instance, thinks that there is a natural community composed of us, of God, and whatever beings are to be found between us and God, and that one who ignores or disrupts (if that is possible) the relation between himself and God or the natural created relation in which he stands to his neighbour is in mortal danger. For there is a moral basis to these relations – indeed, these relations are themselves the basis of morality. 


But Maritain does not think that all the communities around us -- the nations, the states, the international communities or those made up of friends and neighbours, or lodge brothers, or gatherings of scholars -- are ordained or have some foundation in nature. He does, however, think that the foundation for these various communities is found in some basic community to which we all belong. So the rules for such associations ought also to stem from this foundation. The problem, in part, is to show just how it is that we belong, and to show just what kinds of rules natural reason might suggest to us as binding if we knew the nature of our metaphysical situation. To know this we must know just what sorts of creatures we are, just what we are capable of, and just how we may fit into the universal plan.


While one set of Maritain's opponents thinks that the evidence that communities are simply created by us is overwhelming and that, therefore, no attention need be paid to such questions, one may imagine another set of critics for whom the problem is primarily a religious one to be settled perhaps by theology or by consulting the scriptures.


For these critics (less often heard in philosophical circles but perhaps growing in power in the daily practice of religion), natural reason in such matters is a snare and a delusion. For if it is a matter which stands between us and God, then why should we not simply expect that God will make his wishes known, and that probably he has done so already? How could our unaided reason add to the picture?


The answer to such critics must, in part, be an old one. Those who must get along in the world belong to no one religion, have heard no single message, and cannot be brought to acknowledge any single ecclesiastical authority. But the issue for Maritain and for those in his philosophical tradition goes deeper than that. Human beings have natural reason and, as Aristotle noticed,
 our natural end is not simply given. Aristotle's claim still stands. Human beings are neither creatures of inherited habit nor of wholly built-in wiring. They innovate. Bees do not go to school, but people have need to have an education. It is because reason, in the sense of intelligent reflection on ends, is a characteristic of human beings that this situation arises. Reason thus is central to human animals and to our natural ends. We have no choice but to reason about the conduct of our lives. One might think that for traditional tribal societies which seem to undergo little change over the centuries this is not so, but even a casual attention to the myths and stories of such peoples reveals constant conflicts over what to do -- collisions with the gods, with earth-bound spirits and with other humans. 


This real sense of options makes it clear, I think, that even in religion it takes an act of reason to decide which revelation is worthy of attention. Faith may come to a man or a woman unbidden, but it is the nature of a rational being to put it to the question. Many beliefs come unbidden but those which are worthy objects of faith must surely be those to which reason offers some inclination and with which faith does not conflict. Faith may then go beyond it, but reason must light the way if we are to guard our basic humanity and our basic nature as rational animals.


This in itself suggests the reasons that make the application of metaphysics to social and political theory a necessity and not simply an option. Yet one must ask: In what is reason itself grounded? Could not the universe be so ordered that reason was always or usually misleading?


Is there not a metaphysics of skepticism? Let us return for a moment to the first group of critics, those who say that no metaphysics is necessary or even relevant to our problem, that all communities are simply constructed to taste, or as truces in the Hobbesian war of all against all. Their view must stem either from the proposition that reality is so organised that every application of natural reason is fundamentally misleading, or from the proposition that those applications of it, in particular, which stem from the direction of natural reason to the task of creating a theory of community are especially misleading.


Those who hold the first position hold, after all, that it is more reasonable to be skeptical of reason itself than not to be. This may seem to be an overt contradiction except, of course, that it might be the case that every application of reason to the world leads to logical disaster. Those who hold the second position hold that moral skepticism in particular is justified.


Let us begin, then, by exploring the worst case for the practical moralist. The worst case would be one in which no moral proposition about the social order was known to be true or false, and in which the very idea of such a proposition was known to be self-contradictory.


As I have said before, such claims are not, in fact, made. Propositions such as "any world order which permits the human race to be utterly destroyed is unacceptable" and "any civic order which condemns human beings to freeze to death in the streets is wrong" are rarely attacked as self-contradictory, though it is frequently said or implied
 that we do not know whether or not they are true or false. It is sometimes argued, too, that something like this is the case: When we say "x is wrong" or "x is true," and also say that these propositions are true, we are adding something illicit to the idea of a true proposition. True propositions assert what is the case. Both "wrong" and "true" are evaluative expressions and thus do not simply state what is the case. It seems redundant to say "the proposition 'x is true' is true". But if we say "the proposition 'boiling cats alive is wrong' is true" it would be argued that what we are saying is misleading because "boiling cats alive is wrong" does not describe a state of affairs in the world but rather evaluates some other proposition such as "boiling cats alive is both good and fun". When we say that "boiling cats alive is wrong," we are merely adding another evaluation and making it seem that we are saying something about the world.



But this analysis cannot so easily be sustained.
 For two worlds, one in which humanity lives happily and one in which it has been obliterated, differ in obvious ways which, factually, include their openness to value. No great music or poetry can exist in the latter world. The pursuit of the best, as Matthew Arnold argued, is the pursuit of a world of which a great deal, factually, can be said. It is not, for instance, the pursuit of a world in which one first kills all the poets.

3. MORAL AGENTS IN THE WORLD

It is logically possible that some moral propositions should be true or false. But if that is so then it is one's duty to seek true moral propositions, whether one finds any or not. For if there are any and one could have found them but doesn't, then one is remiss. But this means that some moral propositions are true -- among them the proposition that you should seek or try to seek true moral propositions.
 Thus reason does bear on these questions.



One can, like Alan Gewirth build a whole moral theory on such notions.
 But the point I want to make here is that, if reason bears on these questions, then the question of the status of moral agents in the world and of their relations to one another is an important one. Indeed, this is so in a way which leads quite directly to Maritain's distinction between individuals and persons. To act in the world one must have some footing in it -- one must be a creature capable of influencing other creatures and objects; one must be related to them and yet distinct from them. This is the basic sense of Maritain's "individual". But one must also be a moral agent, one's actions must count in a certain way and one must be aware not only of what the situation is at any given moment, but also, to some degree, of what it might become. For this one must transcend the immediate natural order. This is one of the roots of Maritain's sense of person. Maritain concedes that the notion of individual is not without difficulty. Such a notion is obviously relational in kind. One is individuated from something else amongst a group of things. It is often suggested that individuation is possible, therefore, first because entities in our universe, including ourselves, possess certain characteristics -- universals if you like -- which are shared with others, and because these characteristics are impressed upon or manifested through an element, matter, which renders them distinct. In Maritain's view, Mary Jones belongs to the human species because she is a rational animal. But she is distinct from other people because she occupies a unique region of space and time, an arrangement which is possible because matter is capable both of occupying space and time and of bearing the particular characteristics which are required. Maritain calls this in a version of the usual Thomistic language, "matter with its quantity designated".


But Maritain asserts that matter
 is a "kind of non-being, a mere potency or ability to receive forms". Furthermore he is an Aristotelian, so that, while he accepts the reality of universals, he expects to find them in things. To say that creatures are individuated, therefore, by a combination of form and matter might seem to suggest that they are composed of two kinds of nothing which, miraculously, come together to make something positive. Perhaps for this reason, Maritain adds that matter has "an avidity for being.”


Alternatively, Maritain may mention the principle of avidity in order to lay the foundations of the multiplicity of things in the world. The result is rather like what might be called the negative form of the principle of sufficient reason. (Maritain speaks well of the positive form of the principle of sufficient reason elsewhere.)
 This is not so surprising. According to the negative principle, things tend to exist unless something gets in their way; matter will exhibit as much richness of form as possible. What prevents my computer from turning into a toad is that the matter involved already has a form, and some transformation, therefore, is necessary if we are to make toads from typewriters. Matter always has some positive designation; but it gets this from its "avidity" -- its need for form if it is truly to be, a need sometimes called its "appetite" in Thomistic manuals.
 It is this avidity which is, in Maritain's terms, its own positive nature.


It is normal, of course, to talk about the "privation" of matter in the Thomistic jargon, and privation may have a kind of dialectical relation to avidity. It may well be, however, that St. Thomas would have preferred the simple formulation which he offers in Summa Theologica I, Question 47, Article I: Matter belongs to form and not form to matter : " Materia est propter formam et non e converso." Maritain may be extending his Thomistic metaphysics in a way which seems to make St. Thomas's matter join forces with Bergson's élan vital. 


This may sound arcane, but it is an important question for the metaphysics of community. For it gives an explanation without reference to values. It was certainly St. Thomas’s view that the universe contains, distributively, the values which, taken as a whole, can only exist in God -- that God distributed the possibilities for goodness in the universe so that it had no more evil in it than he intended, and that, since He was good, there is a strong tendency for the universe to exhibit the divine richness. This distribution of divine values is, I think, in the Thomistic scheme the primary explanation for the multiplicity of things in the universe and for the richness of its properties. It may be that individuality is ultimately, therefore, a matter of values. Each thing is distinct precisely because it has a distinct value in the whole. To ask what it is in these terms is to ask for its place in the divine or providential scheme of things.


It will turn out that this notion is very important for our understanding of the ways in which the human community is to be related to the larger community which embraces the universe as a whole.


The "avidity" principle and/or the negative form of the principle of sufficient reason can, however, be defended without such references to values. The signs of this avidity are that, whenever something is possible and does not exist, it turns our that this is so because matter has taken some other form which precludes it.


The difficulty is that, though such a principle helps to explain the multiplicity of things, it permits the possibility that many different things and creatures will be identical apart from the fact that they occupy different facets of space and time. The uniqueness of things, whatever it is that gives to each thing a value, must, surely, stem itself from a different principle, a principle of values. and if one has such a principle, it is not clear that the "avidity" principle is, in any case, required. Maritain was certainly not aware that he was flirting with an "active" notion of matter which might, in its turn, lead on to a Hobbesian theory.


Still, with or without the notion of avidity, it is clear that human beings, as individuals, occupy a special position in the universe. Either way, we are animals who think and reason and so we mix the virtues of the intellect with those of emotion and sensation. A whole array of values opens from this point. But it is clearly a set of values which must be co-operative. Human beings can frustrate one another's possibilities in ways which it is difficult for any other creature to match. They can only achieve their own humanity, as Kant insisted, by working together and dividing up the possibilities amongst them.


We have our roots in nature and owe to nature our possibilities, but we move beyond it just by the very way in which we are individuated. You and I are the persons we are because of the positions that we occupy in the present social order, in the unfolding of history, and, of course, in the relation which people have to whatever future is opened up for them. We are part of a process; our individuation is of such a kind that we are not mere individuals.


It is here that the difficulties begin. This transcendence of the mere individuation of matter is what gives to the problem of persons both its importance and its element of mystery. The most central source of Maritain's doctrine is probably St. Thomas's remark in Summa Theologica, (Part I, Q.80. Art. 1) to the effect that the human soul, since it is capable of knowing either by sense or by intellect all that there is to know, is capable, thereby, of becoming in a sense, everything. Of course the mode in which things are known is, for St. Thomas, a distinct mode of being; but it is not an inferior one. Indeed, in the same article St. Thomas speaks of our likeness to God in these terms.

4. ~ REPLICATING THE UNIVERSE WITHIN THE INDIVIDUAL

If human beings can replicate the universe in knowledge they are also anchored in the universe at a place and a time, even if they are only the product of the "avidity" of being, creatures within whom a whole universe may be contained. The perfection of the human animal and the perfection of the universe become, in one sense, the same thing, and yet, in another sense, people have a role to play in the development of the universe as such. They are potentially both part and whole.


One must expect, therefore, a constant tension within human experience. The human as animal, and as individuated matter, is tied not only to other people but to the whole universe and must co-operate with others and with nature to achieve his or her ends. We are, at this level, what Maritain calls persons, though expressions like "the ontological mystery of personhood" recur frequently.
 We are so situated that each person has an absolute value which is scarcely less than the whole. From one perspective, one side of this nature demands cooperation and the other sees the perfection of the universe mirrored in its own being.


Equally, however, the situation can be looked at from a different perspective in which the roles are reversed. We are tied together by the fact that, if each of us did mirror the whole universe in knowledge, we would be identical except for the particular perspective from which the knowledge was obtained. In theological terms, the beatific vision is, presumably, the same for all those who will enjoy it. Short of that, an evil done to one person must appear in the experience of everyone if each realises anything like their potential. Knowledge of evil done to others is as painful as evil done to oneself. Thus really, in the end, no one can profit at the expense of another and we are tied together as persons even more strongly than we are tied together as individuals. We are radically distinct from one another as individuals in a way that we never can be as persons.


The community of individuals is never a perfect community: we are separated from each other in physical space and biological time. As persons we may genuinely overlap and form a real community.


But this helps us to understand the situation of the moral argument which I originally introduced. To be moral agents with real choices, we must have a footing in the world and so risk the perils of individuation as beings in space and time. If there are angels and they act in the world, they must act through our inner lives and so share our footing in the world. But to be moral at all we must transcend this individuation in the world and be able to grasp universal truths.


Even without the special concerns of Maritain's Thomistic metaphysic the problem would arise, and in the same way. It is the condition of morality. A pressing question is about which perspective is to be dominant. Is it the one from which personhood is seen as inculcating the selfishness of one in whom the whole universe can be replicated, or is it the perspective from which personhood is seen to draw us all together?


Maritain seems unworried by this question, chiefly, I am sure, because the first perspective is limited or mitigated by the fact of the existence of God. We cannot really replicate the whole universe within us, for God is beyond us and, therefore, the selfish potential of the existence of personhood is negated. Otherwise his public ethic might be defeated by a metaphysical call to selfishness. It is, indeed, for this reason, Maritain thought, that -- contrary to prevailing opinion in our day and Maritain's -- one must suppose the existence of God in order to substantiate the basic claims of morality.


For Maritain, of course, the existence of God is given by reason and faith alike and does not arise as a special problem for his social and political philosophy or for what I am calling here his metaphysics of community. Maritain did, certainly, produce a "sixth way", a demonstration of his own for the existence of God,
 but he does not refer to it specifically in his writings on social and political philosophy.


All the same, it may be as well to notice here that we can exhibit this necessary condition for morality, if I am right, as a kind of Kantian postulate of pure practical reason. For I argued earlier that we do know the truth of certain moral propositions such as that it is my duty to make or to try to make correct moral judgements. But this duty would be lifted from us if we also knew that true moral propositions would be impossible without the existence of God, and that God did exist. At this point in the argument we know, if the argument is sound, that either God exists or morality breaks down in a logical difficulty. If God does not exist there is no reason why the person should not pursue his own development until, in the inner world of knowledge within him, such a person becomes, indeed, a curious kind of substitute for God. There seems, on this view, no loss of value whatever one does to others, for everything is replicated within oneself. But morality consists precisely in the transcendence of self-interest. This dilemma is not imaginary. It is the central dilemma of technological humanity which has discovered that people can do whatever they want, limited only by the laws of entropy and the energy supply of the universe.


By an argument which I have called upon repeatedly, we know that true moral propositions exist. It is true that these propositions are, in their turn, about other possible moral propositions. For they assert the truth that it is one's duty to try to find true moral propositions. And they depend on the possibility of morality alone. Therefore one might think that the argument shows the possible existence of God. But the modal operators do not shift that way. The possibility of morality is based, in this view, on the actual existence of God, for if God does not exist there is no apparent disvalue in gross acts of selfishness. Of course such a God is not the tyrant master of the world sometimes imagined in hellfire theologies, but only a being who links us all and, in sharing our experiences, provides limits. A tyrant God would absorb the whole of the possibility of moral agency -- everything would occur either because he willed it or because he permitted it -- and could himself fall under moral categories. For there would be no other agents who could be treated well or badly. So if this is the implication of Maritain's view it has important and distinctive theological outcomes. 


Maritain did not work out the logic of this case. But whether what I have just suggested is really anything like Maritain's intended view or not, it seems to me a more persuasive form of the claim about the postulates of pure practical reason than the ones put forward by Kant himself. The possibility, at any rate, exists that Maritain does not need to draw upon the particular combination of faith and reason which persuades him of the existence of God. Reason may be enough, and this is of importance for his metaphysic of community just because as he constantly repeats, any political theory in which we can put our trust must be a theory for all people and not, for instance, merely a theory for believing Christians.

5. ~ THE LIMITS OF THE HUMAN 

We face, however, still another difficulty. Though in his various earlier writings, Maritain has warned about the dangers of "angelism"
 and so forth, the essays in The Person and the Common Good, written in the years around the second world war -- before, during, and after -- tend to emphasise the uniqueness and importance of the human person, as opposed even to the human individual, in a way which seems rather incautious to a contemporary eye accustomed to the problems of the environment and to the risk that man may render his planet -- perhaps even the whole visible universe -- a smouldering ruin.


Maritain represents St Thomas as saying that "(persons) alone are willed for their own sake".
 The passage is from Summa Contra Gentiles Book III, Section 112. In his footnote, however, Maritain cites another sentence: God "rules intellectual creatures as though he cared for them for their own sake". This suggests that something else is involved. And St. Thomas goes on to say "we do not understand this statement, that intellectual substances are ordered for their own sake, to mean that they are not more ultimately referred to God and to the perfection of the universe." So persons are created, after all, for the perfection of the universe as well as for their special relation to God. Certainly, apart from their duty to God which includes their duty to bring about the perfection of the universe they are to be regarded as ends in themselves.


St. Thomas certainly did say that "the person is the most noble being in all of nature" (Summa Theologica Part I, Question XXIX, Article 3). Perhaps one should recall that the passage is one in which he is talking about the Trinity and the discussion is about divine persons. The statement is an analogy which draws upon persons as we know them, but it properly signifies, says St. Thomas, a "subsistent individual of a rational nature". In a sense we are such individuals, yet our rationality is imperfect and we are not perfectly so. The angels are closer than we are and God is a perfectly rational individual.


There are, to be sure, other passages which might make one think that St. Thomas authorised precisely the position which Maritain has often been thought to adopt, the position that the human being is, without question, the master of all else in the universe. For instance in Summa Theologica, Part I, Question XCVI, Article 1, he sets out to show that all animals are naturally "subject to man". His chief argument is that man possesses "universal prudence", i.e., a general power of practical judgement which can be applied to any subject matter; whereas animals possess only limited capacities for specific occasions. This "natural domination" is extended in Article 2 to cover "all things" because "man contains all things within him"; i.e., the human being can in knowledge reproduce the universe. Human beings have reason "which makes (them) like the angels"; powers of sensation "whereby (they are) like the animals"; "natural forces which liken (them) to plants"; and the "body itself wherein (human beings are) like to inanimate things". Human beings do not have dominion over the angels, because angels are rational beings and nothing can legitimately have dominion over reason, but they do have legitimate dominion over everything else. One might certainly infer from this that a person can dispose of the rest of creation according to his or her will just as God can dispose of humanity in whatever way He or She pleases.


But there is still another line of thought in St. Thomas. Throughout Part I Questions XLVII, XLVIII, and XLIX of the Summa Theologica St. Thomas argues -- against those who thought that God only made some things and that the rest of the world proceeded from secondary causes -- that God is responsible for the whole of creation, that all of it is good, and that all of it is intended to work together. In that case, each thing must have a value of its own. St. Thomas argues that of course everything does have a value of its own. Even Satan, since he has being, has some good in him.


The obvious reconciliation of these propositions must come from the fact that we are limited by our relation to God. We are masters only within the world, that is only within the plan of God. And that is in fact what St. Thomas says in Contra Gentiles Book III, Chapter 150 in which he says "the end to which man is directed by the help of grace is above human nature." The issue is admittedly balanced on a razor's edge. In the same section St. Thomas says that, if we are enjoined (as he says we are in Scripture) against cruelty to animals, this rule must be because some good for man demands it. But if we expand our persons because we are knowing beings then, of course, it follows that the valuable objects which are to be known must be protected. The picture ties together. 


We do face problems, though., as we shall see about our relation to the environment. Charles De Koninck thought that these arguments might lead us to transform nature into what he was later to call "the hollow universe”.
 Immediately, however, the pressing issue in this discussion is about the notions of person and personality .

6. ~ THE PROBLEM OF PERSONALITY
Suppose we take the view that the development of "the person" or (as Maritain sometimes has it) of "personality" is the natural end of human beings.


Are we not, then, in danger of what has been called "the cult of personality"? Suppose that we argue in the following way: This development of persons to the ultimate capacity of human beings through the kind of knowledge which reproduces the whole universe within us is not possible for all human beings. This is so partly because we lack the resources and partly because not everyone is capable of this development given the pedagogical and psychological techniques open to us at present.


What we can do, however, is to develop an elite or even a single individual. Since the development of everyone would, in any case, result in a lot of overlap or repetition, we can argue that developing this elite or even this single person is our best chance of bringing progress to the human race and the best use of existing resources.


We should not laugh at this argument. Though rarely stated so baldly, it is much accepted in practice. Is this not how one gets a Stalin or the kinds of elites which used to prosper in what were charmingly called the "people's democracies"? And is this not also how Americans justify having a Harvard and a Yale for a few while the many must make do, at best, with a host of misleadingly named "community colleges" and underfunded branches of state universities? England has its Oxford, and the transformed polytechnics in dingy industrial towns. 


And, then, is there not something curious about promoting personalities? Maritain himself speaks of the "magnificent personality"
 of Jesus but it is not clear what this means. Maritain certainly did not think that Jesus had the personality of the successful television evangelist. And in fact Jesus does not seem to have exercised much "force of personality" as we understand that phrase today. He was often abrasive. Only a few followed him and the sway of his personality did not, for the most part, prevent even them from denying him. The authorities seem to have feared something else -- that he might be the possessor of the truth. Pontius Pilate did not ask about his personality. He asked about truth, and the scripture suggests that he did not much want to hear the answer.


But I rather think that, if one takes Maritain's position, one will come back to the philosophy of Marsilio Ficino and the answer perhaps can be seen.
 The kind of view adopted by Maritain -- with its emphasis on the centrality of the person is, after all, even if it is latent in the writings of St. Thomas himself, a Renaissance doctrine which flourished most strongly in the modified neo-Platonism of the fifteenth century. It may first have been fully developed in the writings of Ficino, who was the founder of the Florentine Academy. In the last half of the fourteenth century Ficino made many adjustments to the philosophy of Plotinus, the chief of which was to locate the human soul at a central place in the universal order of things. According to him, the universe is bound together by love, a rather Augustinian notion (and there are many remarks of Maritain' s which echo something of this idea).
 This, indeed, is hopefully the truth – but it needs to be spelled out


Since the human being extends in thought to the whole of the universe, his experience may be seen as embracing (ideally at least) all reality. The idea was that when nature has been turned into knowledge and knowledge into art through the application of love, and when all human beings participate in this ultimate love, the universe will have achieved its end. This is its common good. Though I think Ficino is rightly called a neo-Platonist, he himself made something of being a Thomist, and I have counted seventy-five references to St. Thomas in the text of his principal work on the soul.

7. ~ FICINO'S HUMANISM 

Ficino at any rate was rightly called a "humanist",
 and the humanism of the Florentine Renaissance is one of the great streams of thought from which all sane men drink. But the question is whether or not this doctrine is enough. Ficino did not think that this doctrine turned the universe into a plaything for human beings or denied value to its other components; for he imagined that human beings must learn to love all the things and creatures in it. It is rather that, in knowledge and in love, the human being is drawn out of himself and into the universe. Though the content is also transformed, these transformations are meant to include nature as knowledge and to add to it as art.


Maritain was quite deliberately, I am sure, trying to blend the Thomism of tradition with the liberalism of modern Europe -- to make the former relevant to the latter and to show that modern values could be saved only if they were put in a more traditional context. Both he and Ficino would claim that they were faithful to St. Thomas.


This leaves us with a final difficulty: the problem of pluralism. I started by noticing that, even if one can hold that certain communities are natural, the communities which are natural and are thus justified by reference to metaphysics are not necessarily the communities in which we live or seem to live.


Canada, the Orange Lodge, the United Auto Workers Union and the University of Toronto are not -- directly at least -- divine creations. What, therefore, is the relation between the communities of God and nature about which I have been talking and the actual communities in which we live our lives?


In The Rights of Man
 Maritain says his conception of a society of free beings is "pluralist because it assumes that the development of the human person normally requires a plurality of autonomous communities which have their own rights, liberties and authority..."


On what does this plurality depend and what limits the rights, liberties and authority of its component institutions? Maritain speaks of the wills of persons freely coming together, and one answer is just that we choose our communities and are entitled to do so -- so long as we do no violence to the larger and higher communities to which we belong.


I think the idea of freedom does tie to the metaphysical justification of this plurality and that, metaphysically, it is needed to bring together the person and the individual. The person is entitled to make a deliberate decision. Communities are therefore not automatically created. In reality, the person will form alliances which seem comfortable. Culture will influence the choice of societies to which one wants to belong. Language will facilitate some alliances and hinder others. Collective institutions whose workings one understands will play an obviously important part. 


Pluralism will, therefore, be the norm -- and justifiably so, for one cannot decide freely about things one does not understand. The limits, however will be those which are given by the larger metaphysical community. The implication is that there must be a global order, an international law, and a common forum where all men meet. And beyond this again there must be a common concern for the human function in the universe at large.

8. ~ More from St. Thomas

The force of Maritain's system derives from its claims that people form a natural unity with each other -- and with God. To sustain his position Maritain must, of course, be able to explain justifiable plurality as well. I argued in Section 5 that he does this rather well. But he does not use all the elements which one might find useful in the Thomistic system on which he builds. It is worthwhile therefore -- before we go on to see what difficulties might be found with his formulation within the Thomistic system -- to inventory the remaining items and to see what weight they might have.


The component ideas of the social self are to be found, on St. Thomas's view, in:

1. The common relation of all men to their creator

2. The common humanity which everyone shares.

3. The common good which is the good of all but not the sum of the good of each

4. The "one principle" from which the agent intellect of each of us derives.

5. The natural reason which replaces animal intuition.


Maritain makes clear use of the second and fifth of these. There are problems which we shall notice in due course with his use of the notion of the common good. He ignores the fourth assertion, however, and his use of the first is not quite like St. Thomas's. It is therefore worth considering these at least briefly.


The problem of the creator and his or her relation to creatures is in fact worth considering for a special reason: On the face of it, it must appear that any attempt to deduce our social duties from our relations to a creator is likely to rest on unsatisfactory premises about the fact/value relation. We should bear in mind, however, that Aquinas has an account of this relation which, while it is not so often advanced in our time, nonetheless deserves attention; and we should also bear in mind that the mere fact of the existence of God and of His causal relation to us is not regarded by St. Thomas as definitive of our social duties.



One may be tempted to think that, because St. Thomas and Locke share a devotion to the labour theory of value, St. Thomas would use this relation to show that just as we have rights to our property as a result of creating it, so God has rights to us as a result of creating us. But this is to confuse persons and property -- a sin which may have tempted Locke, but is less likely to have tempted a man who was a member in good standing of a religious order then rather strongly devoted to ecclesiastical reform. Presumably, one who creates free beings creates beings capable of obligation but cannot create the obligations without infringing upon the moral autonomy of the creatures -- an autonomy which St. Thomas thinks God bestowed rather liberally not only on men but on a variety of separated substances as well.



The connection proceeds differently from the analysis of fact and value. It is St. Thomas's view in general that evil is always a privation, a negative characteristic. From this it is inferred that a being lacking nothing must be perfectly good, and that other beings have obligations to this being on account of God's goodness.



This doctrine has its origins in neo-Platonism and in St. Augustine, but since it was common property amongst rival sorts of philosophers in the high middle ages, it is more often stated and referred to than argued for, and I shall state the argument in my own way. One who complains of something invariably points to a deficiency in it: It is not just that the stupid are those who lack intelligence but also that the cruel are those who lack sensitivity and appreciation of the feelings of others. In that case, a being without privations would be a being against which no complaints could be stated. It seems often to be assumed by mediaeval philosophers who argue in this way that such a being would be perfectly good, though it would appear that such a being might be either perfectly good or simply neutral -- perfectly neutral in the sense that no value qualities attached to the divine nature. But moral neutrality must entail that a rational agent with perfect knowledge would assign such a being no place in a hierarchy of things ordered from good to evil. A neutral being, however, would presumably be ordered at the midpoint in such a scale, which is to say that it must lack something in virtue of which things might be judged good. If, of course, there were no value properties at all, then the neutral being would occupy the only point on the scale. For there to be no value properties at all is for there either to be no persons or no reasonable preferences, or neither persons nor reasonable preferences. The fact that we engage in arguments of any sort entails a commitment to the proposition that there are some reasonable preferences -- i.e., those for some arguments over others. 




If, however, a being lacking nothing is a perfectly good being (since a perfectly neutral being won't do), then there is an order of being which corresponds to the order of potential privations. (It does not follow that the order is simple and serial, with the number of privations as its key. Indeed, that is hardly likely.) Within this order all beings but one will have obligations to others based on the proposition that it is always an obligation to promote or (as the case may be) not to undermine the good. The balance of obligations will vary in ratio to the range of privations, and man's obligations to God will be considerable. God will not have obligations since such a being will do the good naturally and inevitably. A being lacking nothing cannot fail to be good and to do the good.)

9. ~ THE EXISTENCE AND GOODNESS OF GOD

To the existence of such a perfect being, one might argue in many ways. Here we need to explore the relation of the relevant arguments to the problems of evil and community and to the philosophies of the recent Thomists. Aquinas argued, amongst other ways, from contingency to necessity. Such an argument goes together with the notion of evil, privation and goodness which we have been discussing. For if some beings are evil, then they lack something. If they lack something they are contingent, for, lacking something, they could be changed by some other thing. St. Thomas, in fact, does not use this premise in his argument for the existence of God, but employs premises having to do with change and movement to show that some beings are contingent. However, only certain kinds of change and movement -- those which are associated with the change of assignable predicates of the sort which attach to the thing itself and not merely to its context -- are evidence of contingency. The direct perception of a privation (if such a thing is possible) would provide a stronger premise. You can only notice that something is missing if you know there is something real which should be there. Nothing can be deprived unless there is something to be deprived of.




As we in fact perceive it, though, the world might exist indefinitely in a kind of Mobius-strip time in which only the same moments, each of which encloses only a finitude of possibilities, occurs. But there is another possible line of attack. One might say that while infinitely many contingent events could, taken singly, all exist, they could not be summed unless, collectively, they formed at least one non-contingent event. For the sum would be a set of events which had dependence relations, the total of which was not enough to explain why they and not nothing should exist. To depend is to depend on something. It cannot be true that everything is dependent unless the sum of such entities is a non-dependent event. But such a change of modalities is more complex than one might think. In the ordinary way, the existent is imagined to be sub-divided into things along lines of relative independence. Components which can exist only as a single unit are imagined to compose a single thing. Thus a world which was comprised of a set of entities which singly were contingent and collectively were necessary would be said, naturally, to consist of a single thing, and yet such a description would also seem inadequate. Such an entity would be like the One of Plotinus or the Absolute of F. H. Bradley.




Such entities are often said to transcend even the distinction between existence and non-existence, for to predicate anything of them would be in some sense to falsify them. But since their natures are also falsified by claiming them to be unities within which there are no distinctions, the natural recourse is to a kind of emanationism in which their central being also has a distributive aspect. In Plotinus, the Pseudo-Dionysius, and in the writings of many other neo-Platonists, this emanation is represented by an identity-in-difference relation. The One and the World are distinct but derive their identities from one another. The social ideal represents their return of the World to the One. In Augustine, mutual dependence is seen as heretical. but the mystical union seen as love is still the central aspect of the City of God.



In the writings of St. Thomas this relation has been replaced by causal relations which permit a direct dependence of the world on God. The world's distributive aspect explains the existence of evil. The properties which God has collectively, the world has distributively. There are many different things in the world, and there is a complete balance of values in the two aspects. Only in such a way could this be the best of all possible worlds.



The strongest argument, though, would be one which tied the need for the world and its relation to God to the idea of the good. If the mediaeval tradition which holds that goodness and being are convertible transcendentals is sound, such an argument is available. Again if evil is simply a privation then the only things which could be necessary would be good. At any rate there is no overcoming of evil in this sense unless there is what is truly and necessarily good. Duns Scotus's notion of the disjunctive transcendentals expands this notion.

10. ~ JOAD'S ARGUMENT: THE IMPORTANCE OF EVIL 

C. E. M. Joad thought that one could show that a sound argument for the existence of God can be developed from our certainty of the existence of evil:
 If one is sure that there is genuine evil in the world, then one is sure that there are objects which lack properties which would make them good. But nothing would be really evil if nothing were really good. One would only be imagining evil. The relation is like that between the genuine and the counterfeit. One who knows that there is real evil is comparing what he knows to some knowledge of genuine goodness. Run backwards, the argument seems to depend on an earthly glimpse of the beatific vision for it depends upon the certainty of evil taken as a negation.




There are evidently many conceptual difficulties in all these notions, but the issue here is just that, when the argument is built this way it does follow that men have obligations to each other and to other creatures. There is no primacy to self-interest. The arguments therefore provide the basis for a community.




Yet these obligations are not sufficient to structure a society, for they do not tell us specifically which values are to be promoted or just how the values of human beings rate amongst the values generally -- only that since each of us occupies the same kind of place in a hierarchy of being, each of us is entitled to the same ultimate level of care, concern and protection.




If, however God exists in St. Thomas's sense of "God" and "exists", such a being must have a plan into which each creature fits so as to optimise the values of the whole and to keep the balance between the collective and the distributive sets. Roughly, (I summarise and paraphrase St. Thomas) the problem is this: God is perfect and therefore perfectly good. But there can only be one God -- two or more would depend upon each other and so not meet the logical conditions which the argument supposes for the existence of the world.




The best possible world, however, is one in which God instantiates all the value properties. He can do this distributively since He can see to it that there is at least some creature with each possible combination of properties. Some creatures, however, have free will and may well act so as to create an imbalance between the collective and the distributive set. Since some values are involved with freedom, this must be so.




Thus it seems (unfortunately) that the balance can be disturbed and also that it cannot be. The only solution to this is a Providence which acts so as always to maintain the balance. But if this Providence could be known to reason, it would be necessary and not free. The plan, therefore, can only be known (in part) through faith and yet the plan is a necessary part of the ultimate justification of communities. On such a view, therefore, faith is necessary but only to those to whom it is given. Others are entitled to act according to the light of their natural reason -- though, since natural reason does not lead to the beatific vision, it is denied to those whose sole recourse is to reason. This being so (and since faith was not given to all, especially to Arab intellectuals whom St. Thomas generally admired), other sources of justification must be found.

11. ~ THE REASON THAT UNITES US 
Finally, one may ask if reason does not unite us in a different way. There is a sense in which. if two physicists are each thinking about the statistical theory of thermodynamics, they are thinking the same thoughts? Fundamentally, in St. Thomas's system, the problem of "common thought" determined by reason is the problem of the agent intellect. It arises in the context of the primary intellectual act envisaged in that system: the act of abstraction which yields the universal. Whenever any of us thinks correctly, he thinks, in this sense, the thoughts of the others who think correctly.




The agent thus involved came to be called the agent or active intellect. For what is involved is an act. It is not the passive receipt of sense data which is in question: the data of sense must be grasped as having something in common. The association cannot be passive, for passivity would end with a plurality or with one datum superimposed on another. What we need is recognition of the universal.




While a computer can readily produce a simulation of this result, the simulation is not the act. The computer can store instances. It can do so in one of two ways. It can assemble them all in one place so that what it has is a collection of stored particulars. It can also store them together so that each instance is absorbed into the one before. It now has a single particular. What it does not have is the kind of unity represented by the universal -- though it could readily give whatever it has the name which we use.

 Thus we must distinguish what our brains do (which is what the computer does) from the meaning we put on what our brains do, which is the recognition of the universal, the act par excellence of the agent intellect. But when we have made that distinction, the claim of Avicenna and Averroes that there is only one agent intellect amongst all of us becomes intelligible.




St. Thomas denies this claim on the ground that each of us can think when he or she wants to and that the agent intellect must therefore be diversified. But he concedes (in On Spiritual Creatures) that "in a sense" the Arabs are right.
 And in Summa Theologica I, 79, 4-5 he speaks of the "one principle" from which every agent intellect derives. His rather sterner tone in Summa contra Gentiles II, 76 is softened in the later parts of that work when he insists that, for knowledge, we need the assistance of another intelligence.




Reason finally unites us, however, in a principle which is close to a shared agency. According to St. Thomas, we retain our individuality while sharing in the principle. According to Siger de Brabant (located in heaven by Dante alongside Aquinas) there is something more involved. For him, the agent intellect is the incarnation of reason, the terrestrial form of the divine, and it is through it that we may come to achieve our natural unity and achieve the earthly counterpart of the beatific vision. This raises the question of categories in the Hegelian sense of that word. It is through the universal that we begin to sense what it is to be human. But St. Thomas senses that we must transcend the universal if we are not to be caught in what would finally end as an abstraction.

12. ~CHARLES DE KONINCK, THE COMMON GOOD, & THE HUMAN ENVIRONMENT
Maritain's response to the problem of the common good -- the problem of how, if at all, we can overcome the impossibility of aggregating preferences and so identify a good which is truly common -- depends significantly on his metaphysics. Within his scheme, though, if we have knowledge of objective values, then we can show that what we ought to do is to order our preferences according to the values which we have discovered. Very reasonably, Maritain sought to discover those values through an analysis of the concept of person. The difficulty, however, was that such an analysis may make it seem as though personal preference still reigns over the rest of nature. By and large Maritain left alone the implications of his theory for the values embedded in anything which is not a person or a community within which personality manifests itself.


Perhaps preference is strictly limited when our preferences impinge on the freedom, dignity, and personal development of other human beings. But that would still leave us to fight it out over the treatment of the rest of nature. The old problems might accrue over the aggregation of such preferences. Worse, it may be that we would, in this way, come to distort or even destroy much of the natural value of the universe. What might be called the "animal rights" and the "green party" issues would remain unresolved.

13. ~"WHY IS THE WORLD MANY?"
In 1943, in a slim volume entitled De la Primauté du bien commun contre les personnalistes,
 Charles De Koninck posed one of the most pressing of modern difficulties: How shall we construe the human relation to the universe as a whole? What is the point and meaning of its existing diversity and complexity? How do human beings, finally, stand in relation to other creatures? In the midst of a war, other issues seemed to take precedence -- and they, too, were discussed in the book -- but De Koninck was ahead of his time in seeing clearly that technology had brought us to an ultimate question: Given that we know how to do what we want with the universe, what should we do?

 "Contre les personnalistes" might have many meanings, and the title -- since Jacques Maritain, amongst others, called himself a "personnaliste" set off a great row amongst Catholic philosophers. But De Koninck's greatest concern set out in that book and in his later response to Father Eschmann
 was to show that Contre les personnalistes had to do with the need to see persons and personalities in the context of their function in the universe as a whole. 


De Koninck was writing before "ecology" had become a catch word, before anyone had thought of "green parties" and before the contemporary animal rights movements had caught the popular imagination. But he had devoted much of his life to the philosophy of science, and he feared that a growing movement toward pragmatic subjectivism in science combined with a set of values built around the idea of "person" could prove disastrous for nature at large and for human nature in particular. His most important message I believe centred around the answer to the question by St. Thomas: "Why did God create the world many?" De Koninck believed that his own answer was certainly consistent with St. Thomas's and, indeed, that it was a Thomistic answer.


The whole answer is not to be found in De la Primauté du bien commun.. But the quest is continued in The Hollow Universe
 and fragments of answers can be found in other works as well. They point to an incipient -- if unfinished -- natural theology.


De Koninck was also concerned explicitly with totalitarianism and with its relation to the "cult of personality" which has characterised it in our time. That, too, is related to his incipient natural theology.


Here, I want to discuss that incipient natural theology as well as to consider the implications of De Koninck's answers in the Bien commun to the question about why the world should be many. Father Lawrence Dewan has concluded that De Koninck was right about St. Thomas and the common good, and I shall leave the strictly historical questions to him and to others, though it will not be possible or desirable to expound De Koninck's philosophy without any mention of St. Thomas.


I shall urge that there are, indeed, important elements in De Koninck's thesis which are absent or do not play a powerful enough role in the writings of Maritain and that, without these elements, "personalism" is in fact a dangerous doctrine. But it is a question of balance and of supplementary considerations. The "personnalistes" of the title are surely not, in any case, "Maritainistes" in any strict sense -- and De Koninck was careful not to claim that they were. But some of the doctrines being disputed are very close to those associated with Emmanuel Mounier and his followers -- a group about whom Maritain himself had serious doubts.

14. ~DE KONINCK’S SUMMARY
Basically, De Koninck sums up his position in the Bien commun like this:: "The texts [from St. Thomas] which I quoted were to prove that the greatest perfection of the created person is the good of the universe."
 This needs elaboration: The common good is to be understood as the good which would be attained if everything in the universe fulfilled the role for which it was optimally fitted. And this is a complex notion.

 The first complexity has to do with the existence of God, with the place of God in the scheme of things, and with our "natural" knowledge of theological matters. We have seen that God plays a significant and necessary role in Maritain's scheme though there are some doubts as to how the God which plays this role is to be construed.
 The universe, for De Koninck and all the philosophers involved in the original dispute, includes God. I shall urge later that De Koninck needs a reason for this inclusion, a reason which relates God specifically to the issues at hand, and one that is plainly connected to the main line of his argument about the common good. It is the nature of most of the traditional arguments for the existence of God that they simply seek to show the existence of a being usually omnipotent, omniscient and perfect -- from whose existence little follows about the actual or probable nature of our universe. De Koninck needed more than this. But I do not think this requirement is so difficult to fulfil as one might think.


For the moment, however, we need to notice that it seems obvious that, if God exists, and is himself the highest order good, then the beatific vision of God is, in one sense, the "end" of man and of any other creatures capable of that vision. Yet the universe and each component of it has its own natural good, intended by God, but still its own. Questions about freedom and the manner in which God controls the world therefore arise. Equally, questions about the relation between our knowledge of the common good and our knowledge of the existence of God become very pressing.


The second complexity has to do with the freedom and uniqueness of human beings. Men and women are free and there is something very important about that freedom. Each human being is unique, and it was certainly not De Koninck's view (despite the curious suggestion of Father Eschmann
) that God somehow dictates in advance the role and function of each human being as if He were the ruler of some totalitarian state. Yet it is the case, in De Koninck's view, that each human being ought to pursue the common good. I shall argue, in due course, that what is implied is something much like Kant's "Kingdom of Ends". Kant was not De Koninck's favourite author, but the vision which De Koninck has is that of a community of free beings so arranged that the attainment of the good of each is the necessary condition for the good of all.


These expressions "good of each" and "good of all" set the stage for the problem. Somehow the "good of all" has to be the "good of each" if human beings are not to be made into something other than ends in themselves. It cannot be the case simply that there is a "good of all" which eternally determines the good of each. But, equally, the "good of all" must not be conceived as the mere sum of the "good of each", for then there would be no good which is the good of the universe taken as a whole.


This may become plainer if one notices that there are certain positions which are clearly ruled out by De Koninck, and others which are ruled out only as a result of more complex reasoning. None of the Catholic philosophers involved in the argument about the common good would have admitted that the universe is so ordered that the common good is the sum of any set of states of the rationally intelligent and sentient subordinate beings (i.e. of all of such beings other than God) within it. The common good cannot, e.g., be the maximisation of the pleasure or happiness of such beings. There are a number of evident reasons for this, at least two of which it is important to notice here. One is that the nature of anything depends, in part, on its place in a system of things. Intelligent and sentient beings, for instance, are what they are in large measure because of what they know and sense. Their natures take them beyond themselves and their good therefore takes them beyond themselves. In the case of beings with rational intelligence, this "outreach" extends into the realm of truth, for instance, and truth implicates them in the whole universe.

 There is, therefore, some sense in which (for Maritain and others as well as for De Koninck) the whole universe is implicated. But it can be implicated in more than one way. Maritain's suggestion
 as we saw was that this implication could be explicated by means of the distinction between person and individual. The human being is both person and individual. As individual, he is a biological organism distinguished from other organisms in the usual way by a certain arrangement of form and matter. As I suggested, form and matter do not literally individuate, for the same matter can take on many forms and the same form can inform many things. But "individual" here seems to mean merely something distinct from other things, so that form and matter in various combinations and permutations can distinguish a great variety of entities. A human being, however, is also a person and, as a person, he or she encompasses, in some sense, the whole universe at least prospectively in knowledge. The spiritual nature of the human being has elements in common, indeed, with the source of all reality: The human being is created in the image of God. No such being is God, but any such being can, ultimately, share in the beatific vision.


We must recall again that this view of the centrality of the person is a Renaissance doctrine introduced into a modified neo-Platonism in the fifteenth century especially in the writings of Marsilio Ficino.
 Since the human being extends in thought and love to the whole of the universe, the human being may be seen as embracing (ideally at least) all reality. When, as it were, nature has been turned into knowledge and knowledge into art through the application of love, and when all human beings participate in this ultimate love, the universe will have achieved its end, or as we might say in this discussion, its common good.

15. ~ THE HOLLOW UNIVERSE

In The Hollow Universe De Koninck approaches this point. There he talks about the fact that we not only have sensations, we know that we have sensations. We have powers of reflection which require for their exercise a certain transcendence. Indeed, against the Marxists and others, he argues that human action itself demands a certain transcendence. And in an article published in 1962 De Koninck speaks extensively of the transcendence of time in the process of evolution.

 One might expound the situation this way: Plants are mainly bound by the time in which they find themselves. But even they organise matter across a span of time. Mere material objects have natures which could be revealed by inspection at a limited sub-set of the moments of the time in which they exist. But plants could not be understood if the universe were stopped suddenly and we had only available a single slice of time or a few seconds abstracted from their lives. As they organise across time, so eternity begins to appear in the world. That is, in the life of a plant intelligibility surpasses the merely momentary, and never appears all at once in time. We have the first intimations that time is not ultimate. Animals are slightly less firmly bound in time: they can concentrate time, for they can pay selective attention to things. The plant goes on with its natural processes in a rhythm which is fixed, but the dog will sit for hours beside the table, hardly noticing the passage of time, if he thinks there is food to be had. When one gets to thought, time has a different meaning. One must still remember the beginning of a sentence when one comes to the end; one must associate (and so transcend) the time of the end and the time of the beginning.

 
Ultimately, this kind of argument leads toward an Augustinian view of time -- time is the distension of the soul. The soul is a form (in the Aristotelian sense). The kind of soul one has (that of plant or animal or man) limits or gives meaning to one's association with time. The interiority De Koninck spoke of in the Hollow Universe is thus an intersection of time and eternity. It does not evolve but appears as the form of each creature to the extent that that creature is amenable to it.

The position is not the Teilhardist contention that God evolves through a temporal process, but the more traditional one that eternity and interiority appear through time without themselves being compromised by it. The divine spark appears to us through this process. The eternity which we cannot directly grasp, we grasp indirectly by contrast with other living things and with inanimate matter. But the many ways in which eternity can show itself in the world are all valuable; for they are facets of the one unity.


Thus at one and the same time we begin to get an argument for the existence of God and an account of our mutual obligations to God. De Koninck did not so far as I know ever develop this argument for the existence of God, and he only hints at some of the implications I have been suggesting, but one can surely see its form emerging as one reads through The Hollow Universe: We begin to grasp the idea of God as it becomes clear that, as we study nature, its multiplicity of forms can only be understood as the emergence into it of an eternal entity which cannot be wholly contained in or fully exposed by nature. Reason can grasp the presence of the eternal behind the temporal and even, if you like, the propensity of nature to represent that eternal. Basically, the argument would be that life as we know it is only intelligible as the intersection of the eternal and the temporal. In The Hollow Universe De Koninck talks about the elephant in the zoo.
 He asks in what the difference between the live and dead elephant consists. Why are we not content to visit a museum of stuffed animals?

 
What attracts us is, of course, that we recognise an interiority to the life of animals. But this inner aspect is not a kind of mirror image of the outer animal -- something which could be explained by a new kind of molecule. It is a way of organising experience and, as such, it is not in time in the same way that the objects of experience are. In this sense, it is through these other creatures that God appears amongst the natural objects of the world without himself being changed. The ultimate in such appearances would be the Incarnation. Orthodoxy has it that Jesus was wholly God and wholly man, but his divinity could not be recognised simply through natural cognition. It would take an act of faith to recognise the Incarnation for what it was. 

 
If this is true, then our function is, in some part, to recognise these appearances and facilitate a universe in which as much as possible of the divine reality appears. If one were to expand this notion one would urge that our part, of course, has to do with the fact that, precariously perched between the temporal and the eternal, we also are capable of creation. We create art and literature and produce the humane understanding which must play a part in bringing God into visibility and tangibility in the world.


In a sense, we add a new level of reality (as Marsilio Ficino insisted). Our art and humane learning add a new dimension to reality, one which flows from our natures. But our aim must be not to inflate our own personalities, to create, as it were, substitutes for God, but to advance steadily the development of a universe in which God can become intelligible to men. 


In this sense there is what one might call a Mutual Natural Transcendent End. De Koninck, in fact, advances a theory which belongs to the tradition of Bishop Pecock in his Reule of Crysten Religioun,
 a work roughly contemporaneous with the writing of Ficino in Florence. Pecock, who was professor at Whittington College,the first of the foundations of a university in London,
 insisted that the rationality of humanity showed our place as the beings responsible for the balance in the universe. But human beings are not in a position to determine the good of the universe in their own interest. Just as there is little reason to think that Maritain drew consciously on Ficino, so there is no reason to suppose that De Koninck had ever read Pecock.

And yet these two strands of thought have run together through the history of the west ever since the fifteenth century. Maritain was writing at a moment when the liberty and prospects of the human person seemed to be paramount. De Koninck could see that the future would pose questions about the relation of humanity to the universe as a whole.

16. ~ LIVING IN BISHOP PECOCK’S UNIVERSE

From a position such as Pecock's, we can strengthen our incipient argument for the existence of God. For to see what we are and what role we play in the universe is to see, so far as that is possible, what God is. But this end involves bringing the exteriority of God into visible (or as De Koninck would prefer to say, I think, tangible) being in our eternal world. It is not of course that God does not already exist there but that he (or she) is not apparent to us unless we meet the necessary conditions for awareness of such a being. Some of these conditions are surely social and political. Some no doubt have to do with religious institutions, but we are also slowly beginning to realise that some have to do with our treatment of the natural world as well. De Koninck's interest in science was in no sense in conflict with his religious interests.


There is an interiority to God as well (if the argument holds), and this could be revealed to us only in some other way -- ultimately only by the supernatural effect which was traditionally called the beatific vision. It is for this reason, I am sure, that De Koninck wrote a good deal by way of religious meditation. (The most impressive is Ego Sapientia, Quebec and Montréal: Laval and Fides, 1943.)

 
It is this relation to God and creation which, finally, binds us together and poses dramatic problems for us: Obviously, there are limits to what we can do to nature; obviously, as well, they are not absolute. We are not forbidden to touch nature in any of its forms. What we must be certain of is that when we touch nature we do so in the name of the common good, and the common good requires, amongst other things, as much variety in the universe as is consistent with the creation of the world in which God becomes manifest.

 
In short, there is a principle of maximal variety, tempered, obviously, by the fact that variety cannot be justified if it excludes or seriously impedes higher order values. If variety conflicts in any serious way with other high-order values it must be justified in terms of specific values of its own. For instance, it seems evident that there is a powerful case for the preservation of whales on the ground that they have a distinct mode of interiority. The fact that we might gain some momentary advantage by wiping them out cannot justify us in doing so. Even if whales were inconvenient to us, this argument would not be touched. For there is plenty of evidence that there is a distinct whale kind of experience through which some of the divine interiority is made manifest. When it comes to the anopheles mosquito -- the malaria producer of the world -- it is not clear that its mode of experience is either significantly different from that of less dangerous mosquitoes or significantly better for preserving the lives, say, of insect-eating birds. Perhaps we are well justified in wiping them out. At any rate, on the principle in question, the matter can be rationally debated with some hope of a reasonable outcome. When we come to the Norway rat, matters will be more difficult. For rats have a developed mode of experience which may be unique to their kind. If a rat-borne plague threatened the whole human race -- and that is, after all, possible, -- then the case for the rat would be difficult to make. As it is there are many compromises possible between rats and people. At any rate, we can surely assemble the facts in the light of the principle -- something which cannot be done in the conflicts of intuition which seem usually to animate such debates.

17. ~THE ALTERNATIVES TO PERSONALISM
The questions which are posed by De Koninck's views in a practical way have to do with the notions of personality, community and human obligation. Maritain agreed that the propagation of "selfishness" is to be resisted. But by implication he subscribes to the principle of maximal development of personality, which needs to be looked at closely.


Indeed, the ideal community seems unlikely to be one in which everyone swells his personality to the utmost. This is what C. S. Lewis in his famous controversy with his fellow literary critic and scholar E. M. W. Tillyard called "the personal heresy".
 Lewis was talking, of course, about the thesis that to read poetry, for instance, "is to become acquainted with the poet". This implies that a great poet is somehow "a great person". A society composed of "great persons" in this sense would be an intolerable bore and also fraught with endless conflict. Lewis thought, instead, that a great poet was one who told some great truth in a way which was unique to poetry.


The clearest alternative to "personalism" is the Kantian notion of the Kingdom of Ends -- the community in which everyone is necessary because everyone performs a unique function and everyone performs a function which is uniquely valuable. In such a society, no one can push anyone else around.


It is not so easy to reconstruct De Koninck's exact position because it is scattered across his writings over many years and because he died quite young and without any opportunity to pull the loose ends together. I shall therefore indulge in some speculation where it is necessary to fill in the gaps.


De Koninck's basic principle is not far from the Kantian Kingdom of Ends except, once again, (and the "except" is very important) that he would go further, I think. Despite his early interest in a wide variety of natural phenomena, Kant, in his "critical" period, was not greatly concerned with the universe of nonhuman living things nor with the natural universe itself. For this universe he thought to be known to us only in a way which told us more about how the human mind worked than about nature itself. De Koninck, however, thought that we had objective knowledge of nature, and he set his human society in a universe in which there is a common aim, given by God. For him, the entities with which morality is concerned include animals, birds, insects and plants. Indeed, the inanimate nature which gives rise to life plays its own part in the story. One can see what he was getting at if one reads the Hollow Universe.

One's task, on this view, is to discover one's function in the totality. The claim is not, however, that one's function is somehow predetermined, but rather that discovering one's place in the system involves considering the function of everyone else. One cannot know everything about everyone (even if it would be desirable to do so), but one can choose one's own function in such a way as to contribute something unique to the whole while maximising the possibility for others to make their contributions.


Within the purely human context, therefore, open societies are to be preferred to closed ones; economies maximising individual creativity are to be preferred to economies maximising drudgery; stable human relations which free their participants to make their own contributions to the whole are to be preferred to transitory human relations in which the participants spend their time constantly trying to forge new associations. Pluralism of political structures is to be preferred to monolithic systems.


This was the basis of De Koninck's 1954 defence of Canadian federalism in his essay La Confédération, rempart contre le grand état,
 in which he argued that federal structures are necessary to resist "le grand état". A federal system allows many different choices and minimises the chance that all power will be located in one place. It also makes possible the retention of traditional -- and stable -- social arrangements which, in a country like Canada, vary considerably from group to group and place to place. Finally, it permits a variety of economic strategies designed to take advantage of the diversity of skills and interests.

But the present clash between technology and environment requires that weight be given to the conception of the totality of nature and that this be balanced off against purely human concerns. For this reason, we must face up to the purpose and function of nature as a whole.

18. ~ AGAINST THE CULT OF PERSONALITY

The remaining problem is suggested by the last section -- particularly when one considers not just the literary "personal heresy" derided by C. S. Lewis, but the much more damaging "cult of personality" which seems to afflict political life not only under totalitarian regimes but even, to an important extent, in democratic regimes as well. If the common good is the development of personality then, as we saw in the last discussion, a whole nation might be justified if it produced a single great personality.


To understand the nature of De Koninck's position one must look at the work of Emmanuel Mounier. Mounier was a pupil and admirer of the philosophical historian Jacques Chevalier. Chevalier joined the Petain regime as minister of education in Vichy. Mounier followed him there. Eventually, he broke with the Petain regime and for a time, made common cause with the Marxists. Mounier's ideology was, indeed, quite different from Maritain's.
 He wrote:

"La personne ne se contente pas de subir la nature dont elle emerge ou de bondir sous ses provocations. Elle se retourne vers elle pour la transformer, et lui impose progressivement la souveraineté d'un univers personnel." 

In his critique of democracy, Mounier said:

"La souveraineté populaire ne peut se fonder sur l'autorité du nombre; le nombre (ou la majorité) est arbitraire... Quand la representation trahit sa mission, la souveraineté populaire s'exerce par des pressions directes sur les pouvoirs: manifestations, émeutes, groupements spontanés, clubs, grèves, boycottage...."
 

 He agreed that the state would always regard such activities as illegal but he insisted that such actions "sont cependant la legalité profonde".


The first quotation suggests that personality can and should dominate the universe, that it can and should make nature its property without regard to other creatures or beings apart from God. The second, though it is accompanied by a discourse on the importance of law and constitutionality, seems to suggest that, eventually, it is not democracy but the force of charismatic personality -- the kind of personality which leads crowds -- which expresses "popular sovereignty".

Maritain would not have wanted either doctrine, even if his philosophy did not, as De Koninck thought, sufficiently guard against such theories. Between Maritain and De Koninck there was, above all, a difference of personality: De Koninck had found his niche in life, the place from which he could do the most for the common good, and though he could and did defend his work and his public function fiercely, he did not believe that this exalted him as a person. In his letters he delighted in adopting the guise of a simple beer-drinking Flemish man. Both he and Maritain were, of course, in fact highly educated European intellectuals (though De Koninck's thought bears the clear marks of his long sojourn in Québec.) It is hard to imagine Maritain sitting down with his friends around a case of beer and revelling philosophically in the fact that the universe was somehow designed to permit such homely pleasures. For De Koninck, the universe was a source of continuous delight.

Maritain, though he rejected the darker struggles of Pascal and Kierkegaard, came from a more sombre Protestant background. There is an earnestness in Maritain's writings -- a sense that salvation requires our constant attention and effort even though we have to depend on grace and cannot save ourselves. The universe is a very serious place. De Koninck thought we would do better to spend a little time laughing at ourselves. This distinction has something to do with Maritain's view of persons -- for the task set for persons is Herculean, nothing less than an expansion of the content of mind and spirit to include the whole universe. De Koninck thought that we need each to do our part but that, after that, humility dictated that much be left for the others and for God to accomplish.


Between De Koninck and Mounier, by contrast, there was a clear difference of principle. De Koninck was, as Ralph McInerny has said
 always the philosopher of order. One must find one's place and keep it -- and also enjoy it -- but there is an order in the universe which should be reflected in human affairs. For De Koninck to assert human sovereignty through "une émeute" would be to admit that reason had lost its place. De Koninck, however, unlike McInerny, was not at bottom a conservative philosopher. Indeed his last cause, a plea for a rethinking of the church's doctrine on birth control at the time of the invention of the contraceptive pill, put him on the radical side of one dispute, and he would now, I think, stand beside many who think of themselves as radical environmentalists, if that means being against those who believe that human beings can do what they like with nature. He would have his own position -- not quite like any of those most often promulgated these days -- about animal rights, but it would not be the position that we can do what we want to the other species on this planet.


For him, the first requirement of a social order is that it be founded on reason -- not on response to charisma or appeal to intuition. But the final requirement is that it be just -- that it give to each person and each living creature the due which follows from the place that person has in ordering the common good.
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