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Awmsicuiry or THE TErM “ EXPERIENCE ”

LTHOUGH many could be found who would vigorously
A affirm the importance of experience in learning and
education, few there are who would be able to definite

it without vagueness and ambiguity. Experience has been
called a weasel word." It has many different meanings for many
different people. Some of these meanings are so similar as to
be almost synonymous; others are so contradictory as to be
almost mutually exclusive. In its widest conception, experience
is adequated to the whole of reality; to all that was, is and shall
be; to ignorance, knowledge and imagination. -This seems to
make experience the most universal of all concepts, a reality
coterminous with everything, distinct from nothing. “It is in
this all-inclusive sense that experience is said to be the central
term in the philosophy of John Dewey when it functions as

1 John Dewey, Experience and Nature, (Chicago, 1925), p. 1.
315
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mind does for Hegel, substance for Spinoza, or being for
Aquinas or Aristotle.”* In a narrower sense, men speak of
mystical and religious experience, of aesthetic experience, of
sense and intellectual experience. Many would make experience
so limited as to be something only intensely personal—private
and subjective experience. In popular usage the word generally
signifies wisdom or skill in knowing, doing or making. We have
our panels of experts on radio and television. We speak of
expert politicians, mathematicians, musicians and the like. It
seems that experience is more connotative of “knowing how ”
than “knowing why ”; but in current parlance the term is used
indiscriminately. Whatever way it is conceived by the majority
of men, experience always seems to imply a knowledge or skill
derived from direct personal impressions, from trials, sufferings
or the actual living through of events. In this sense, the mean-
ing of experience is closely akin to its etymological signification.

EryMmoLocicar, MEANING OF EXPERIENCE

Looking at the root of the English term “ experience,” we
find that it derives from the Greek word “ empiria” (éumepia) ,
and the Latin word “ experientia,” or *“ experimentum.” In the
Latin verb form, to experience (experiri) means to try, to put
to the test, to prove. St. Thomas and many classical authors
use the word in this sense, making it synonymous with proving
or testing. “To test (tentare) is, in the proper sense, to make
a trial (experimentum) of something. Now we make trial of
something in order to know something about it; hence the
immediate end of every tester is knowledge.” * The observation
of everyday life provides many instances of the conception of
experience as a trying or testing whose proximate purpose is the
attainment of knowledge. The small child feels, touches, handles
and manipulates objects in his environment in order that he
might come to know them. By means of his senses, it is not

2 Mortimer J. Adler, Ed. The Great Ideas, A Syntopicon of Great Books of the
Western World, (Chicago, 1952), I, p. 469.
1, Q. 114, a. 2.
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long before he learns that hot things burn, that sharp things
hurt, that not all things are edible. By experience he learns
the shape, size, hardness and position of things in space. He
learns the hard way, the way of trial and error, a way in which
progress is necessarily slow for it includes much fumbling and
stumbling and repetition. The etymological meaning of the
term “ experience ” as a trying or testing is verified in the ex-

planation of the true nature of experience by Aristotle and
St. Thomas.

EXPERIENCE ACCORDING TO ARISTOTLE AND ST. THOMAS

Experience, says St. Thomas, is the result of “ the comparison
of many singular things received in memory.”* The process
takes place in this fashion. The external senses are stimulated
by external objects of environment. The impression of such
objects on the sense organs produces sensation, The internal
senses are then brought into play. Common sense (sensus com-
munis) distinguishes the qualitative differences in external sen-
sation, selecting, combining and organizing them into a pattern.
These sensations are transmitted to the imagination, where
they are stored as images or phantasms and from which they
can be recalled by memory as past products of sense experience.
In this way, man is able to know objects in the external world
even when they are no longer impinging on the external senses.
From many memories of diverse objects, which are similar in
some fashion, experience results. Hence, experience, says the
Angelic Doctor, “ seems to be nothing other than to receive
something from many things retained in memory.” * Sense and
memory, therefore, cause experience, for out of sensation arises
memory; next, out of memory of the same often repeated
sensation arises experience, since many remembrances are
summed up into one experience.

Aristotle illustrates the genesis of experience by likening it
to an army in full rout. First, one runaway soldier stops in his

*In I Met. 1.
SIn II Anal. Post., 20.
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flight and stands to battle the enemy; then another takes his
place by his side, then a third, until a cluster has been formed
about this one steadfast soldier.® In a similar manner is experi-
ence generated. Sensations, of themselves, are dispersive and
decentralized. They pass through the senses with amazing
rapidity—mixed and shifting, with varying degrees of intensity.
One sensation is firmly impressed upon the memory; another,
similar in some way to the first, associates itself with the first;
then another and another and another until the numerically
distinct sensations form an experience. It would be erroneous,
however, to assume from this example that experience consists
in a mere aggregate or an accumulation of sensations.

MATERIAL AND ForMAL ELEMENT 1IN EXPERIENCE

Two elements concur in the formation of experience, one,
material; the other, formal. The material element comprises
the images or species retained in imagination and subject to
recall by memory. It is immediately evident, therefore, that
while all sense experience arises from sensation, it goes beyond
sensation in that it does not refer exclusively to particular
objects here and now present, as all sensations do. Hence those
animals, lacking the full equipment of the external and internal
senses, will be prohibited from realizing the fullness of experi-
ence. Thus the shellfish and other lower forms of animal life
which derive their subsistence from contact with their immedi-
ate environment have little or nothing of imaginal power.
Lacking imagination, they also lack memory and hence are
not able to profit by past experience. Indeed, they have no
need of imagination and memory for all things necessary for
their sustenance and propagation are immediately at hand. For
those higher animals who are capable of memory, the mere
addition of unrelated sensations in imagination, the pooling of
a heterogeneous mass of disparate images can never constitute
an experience. In experience there is a before and after, a retro-
spect and a prospect, a foresight gathered from a hindsight,

° Ibid., 19.
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a connection between past and present. In short, experience is
unified and integrated. For example, in a crucial period of a
baseball game, an experienced pitcher confers with his catcher
and teammates to determine whether or not a particular bats-
man should be given a base on balls. He knows from past
experience with the same or similarly skilled batsmen that there
is a great danger of losing the game if he should attempt to
pitch to him. Since no one situation is totally identical with
another, he must draw upon his many memories of similar
cases in the past and confer with his fellow players before he
comes to a decision. This comparing of past and present, this
connecting and relating of memories, which results in a judg-
ment about a particular thing constitutes the formal element
in experience.

The essence of experience, therefore, would seem to consist
in the collation or comparison of many memories. As compari-
son implies the existence of at least two or more facts; so also
experience demands the presence of many memories. More-
over, these facts in memory do not exist in isolation, nor are
they dissociated, unrelated and independent of each other;
rather they are stabilized around a core, merged into a unit,
interrelated, interdependent and integrated to form one apper-
ceptive mass. It is in comparison, the formal element in experi-
ence, that we find the verification of the etymological meaning
of experience. Experience is truly a testing and trying, a sifting
and sorting, a rejection of irrelevant images and a selection and
combination of those phantasms connected with the object
under investigation. The work of associating, combining and
comparing relevant phantasms is attributed to a special faculty
in men called the cogitative sense.

TaE FAacuLty oF ExPERIENCE: THE COGITATIVE POWER

According to its etymological signification, the cogitative
power may be considered as a power which drives, or constantly
moves things together with one another in order to make one
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out of many.” This nominal definition of the cogitative power
coincides with conception of experience explained by St. Thomas
as the unification or integration of many singulars received in
memory. The process of comparison resulting in the integration
of memories is something peculiar to man. In his Commentary
on the First Book of the Metaphysics (lect. 1), St. Thomas ex-
plains this chief characteristic of experience by contrasting it
with the sense cognition of animals and the discursive process
of reason. The animals that are zoologically inferior are re-
stricted to the reception of singular impressions happening here
and now, they cannot retain these impressions except when
these latter have been very strong, and even then only for a
short time, nor can they integrate them and make use of them
for future conduct. In them (e.g. the shellfish), we find sen-
sation without a distinct imagination and so without memory.
They cannot profit from experience because their experience is
confined within the narrow limits of sensation. The higher
animals, however, easily retain and conserve past impressions
in the memory for a length of time; consequently, cognition in
these animals is not limited to the actually present impression,
but synthesizing past impressions they can provide for the
future, as if these animals in some way were rational. Thus St.
Thomas observes: “Because from many sensations and mem-
ory animals become accustomed to seek or avoid something,
hence it is that they seem to share something of experience,
even though but little.” * Indeed, insofar as they provide in
some way for the future, animals are said to possess a kind of
prudence.

Strictly speaking, prudence proceeds from a reasonable de-
liberation about what ought to be done; as such it is found only
in man. By way of some instinct of nature, however, brutes
possess a natural estimation of those things which are suitable
or harmful to them. It is this natural instinct which causes
the lamb to follow its mother and avoid the wolf.

7 Thomas V. Flynn, O.P., “ The Cogitative Power,” The Thomist, XVI (1953),
p. 342.
8In I Met,, 1.
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Above this degree of knowledge in brutes, man, however,
possesses experience properly so called, by means of which he
knows the useful or the harmful in his environment through
comparison of instances received in memory. “ This kind of
comparison is proper to man, and pertains to the cogitative
power, which is called particular reason, because it compares
individual intentions, as the universal reason, universal
ones.” * Experience in man and the brute will be ordained to
the same end: the suitability of objects relative to the well-
being of the organism. There is a difference, however, in the
apprehension of suitability. Animals perceive their intentions
by natural instinct, man perceives them by a comparative pro-
cess. Hence the natural estimative sense of animals is replaced
in man by the cogitative power.

EXPERIENCE IN ANIMALS

In animal experience, St. Thomas observes there is a capacity
for apprehending certain data which are not immediately and
as such given by the external senses.® The usual example to
which St. Thomas repeatedly refers is the one of the sheep
being aware of the peril of the wolf. What the sheep senses is
merely a shape, a size, a color, a smell, the sound of a howl.
Danger does not appear in these features, nor is the awareness
of favorable or unfavorable environmental factors acquired by
experience; for even the young animal behaves in a suitable
manner. Since there is no rational capacity in animals, they
cannot conclude in any way from the sense-data that what they
apprehend is indicative of danger. One has, therefore, to
assume that the brutes are gifted with a particular faculty
enabling them to become cognizant of favorable and unfavor-
able environmental situations. This faculty is given the name
of estimative power.

The faculty of brute experience, therefore, is the estimative

°Ibid. The term “intention” is equivocal in signification. Its most reasonable
meaning seems to be that of “cognition” or “object known.” Cf. George P.
Klubertanz, S.J., The Discursive Power, (St. Louis, 1952), pp. 231-232.

T, Q. 78, a. 4.
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power. Its object is the material singular thing insofar as it is
beneficial or harmful to the animal. Since the suitability of an
object for the organism is not sensed per se by any exterior
sense, it is called an insensate intention and is said to be sensed
incidentally or per accidens.* The sensible per accidens as a
specifying object of animal experience is constituted by the
following conditions: 1) it must be accidentally sensed by an
exterior sense; 2) it must at the same time be cognized per se
by the estimative power; 3) it must be cognized in this latter
way immediately, unhesitatingly, and without discourse; and
4) it must be cognized in the particular, not in the universal.
This last specification is necessary, since only the intellect can
know the sensible per accidens in the universal.’* This object
of animal experience proceeding from the estimative power is
an insensate intention under a universal aspect. As St. Thomas
points out: “ The sensitive powers, both of apprehension and
of appetite, can tend to something universally. Thus we say
the object of sight is color considered generically. . . . Accord-
ingly hatred in the sensitive faculty can regard something uni-
versally because this thing, by reason of its common nature,
and not merely as an individual, is hostile to the animal—for
instance . . . a sheep hates the wolf universally.” ** Moreover,
it is the insensate intention, or sensible per accidens in the
particular as present which is the object of experience. In this
way, brute experience, as the act of the estimative power, is
distinguished from sense memory which is the storehouse of
sensorial and factual experiences and of intentions apprehended
through the estimative power.'* This attainment of the sensible
per accidens by the animal results from the fact that the par-
ticular thing is the principle or term of some action or passion.
It is ordered to the bioJogical utility of the animal. “ Thus a
sheep knows this particular lamb, not as this lamb, but simply
as something to be suckled; and it knows this grass just insofar
as this grass is its food.” *®

11 In II De Anima, 6.
12 Itid.; also cf. Flynn, op. cit., p. 546. *1, Q. 78, a. 4.
1BII1, Q. 29, a. 6. 1*In II De Anima, 6.
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Animal experience, like all practical knowledge, concerns the
end and the means to the end. In the brute, however, there is
an unvarying end and equally unvarying means to that end.
As St. Thomas points out: “ Sense is found in all animals, but
animals other than man have no intellect: which is proved by
this, that they do not work, like intellectual agents, in diverse
and opposite ways, but just as nature moves them to fixed and
uniform specific activities, as every swallow builds its nest in
the same way.” ** And again: “Even in dumb animals there
are fixed ways of obtaining an end, wherefore we observe that
all the animals of a same species act in like manner.” ** Hence
it is that although animal activities sometimes manifest a
knowledge that simulates conceptual knowledge and induces
some psychologists fallaciously to attribute intellectual powers
to animals, nevertheless, animals do not determine their own
ends, nor do they think out the means to attain those ends.
Moreover, the brute’s natural estimation about the usefulness
or harmfulness of some concrete singular object can be consider-
ed a judgment only in an improper sense. To predicate true
judgment of any animal activity would be to fall victim to
humanizing the brute. For that reason St. Thomas observes:
“The name °judgment’ according to its original imposition
means ‘ the correct determination of what is just.” It has been
extended to signify ‘a correct determination’ in any manner,
as well speculative as practical.” ** It is in this broad sense that
judgment is used in regard to the natural estimation of animals.
“Some things act with judgment, but not a free one, as the
brute animals, for the sheep, seeing the wolf, judges it ought
to be avoided with a natural judgment, and not a free one,
because it judges this, not from a comparison, but from natural
instinet.” *°

All this indicates that the quasi-experience of animals is
naturally determined. This determination is ultimately based

1% JI Cont. Gent., 66.
17II-I0, Q. 47, a. 15, ad 3.
18TI-I1, Q. 60, a. 1, ad 1.
1. Q. 83, a. 1.
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on the necessary natural determination of the sensitive powers.*
Animal experience, as the product of animal instinet, is based
on the fact that there is in the animal a power, the estimative,
which by its very structure apprehends some objects as suitable
or not, and thus moves the animal to pursue or to flee.* Ani-
mals, then, are entirely dependent upon instinctive reactions
for adjustment to the environment. Reaction with them is
purely instinctive, the same stimulus or combination of stimuli
uniformly giving rise to the same adjustment. Lacking plasticity
and flexibility in choosing ends and means to ends, they are
_incapable of being truly educated. It is true that they can
provide for the future and thus seem to possess an appearance
of prudence, but they are directed to fixed ends through fixed
means. In such cognition, God supplies the judgment necessary
. for action. ““ As light and heavy objects are not the cause of
their own movement, so also neither do brutes judge things by
their own judgment but follow the judgment given them by
God.” **

The reason for a quasi-experience and a quasi-prudence in
animals high in the zoological scale is found in the fact that:
“The divine Wisdom joins the ends of the first things with
the beginnings of the second, because every inferior nature in
its highest element touches the lowest element of the superior
nature, according as it participates something of the superior
nature, although deficiently: therefore in apprehension as well
as in sensitive appetite there is to be found something in which
the sensitive part touches reason.” ?® It is not surprising, then,
that some of the activities of the higher animals exhibit a
startling resemblance to the intellectual functions of man.

Animal experience at best, however, has only biological value.
Although there may be certain animal cognitions which are not
immediately practical, nevertheless, in the last analysis all
animal experience is concerned with self-preservation, sex and

2071, q. 82, a. 2, ad 3.

2111, Q. 17, a. 2, ad 8.

2111, Q. 13, a. 2, ad 3; De Ver., Q. 24, a. 1.

28 Tn II Sent., d. 24, Q. 2, a. 1; II Cont. Gent., 91; De Ver., Q. 25, a. 2.
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food. “ For the usefulness of sensible things is gauged by their
relation to the preservation of the animal’s nature . . . for dogs
do not take delight in the smell of hares, but in eating them;
. . . nor does the lion feel pleasure at the lowing of the ox, but:
in devouring it.” #* Thus St. Thomas points out that the ulti-
mate direction of animal sensibility is purely practical; knowl-
edge is never an end in itself. “ Sensitive cognition has two
ends. In one way, as well in men as in other animals, its purpose
is the sustaining of the body, because by such a knowledge,
men and other animals avoid harmful things, and seek those
which are necessary for the sustaining of the body. In a second
way, in man it is especially directed to intellectual knowledge,
both speculative and practical.” *

ExPERIENCE IN MAN

Experience in man is unique because man is unique in his
being and operation. He rules himself through reason. Accord-
ing to the Dionysian principle of hierarchy that the highesi
power of the lower order is close to, and similar to, the lowest
power of the higher, experience in man will take on some of the
characteristics of reason.?® Just as the estimative power of
brutes is somewhat similar to reason, inasmuch as brutes have
a certain natural prudence,” so also the cogitative power, the
highest faculty of sense experience in man, will participate some-
what in the activity of reason. As St. Thomas points out:

That power, which is called “ cogitative by the philosophers, is on
the boundary of the sensitive and intellective parts, where the sensi-
tive part touches the intellective. For it has something from the
sensitive part, namely that it considers particular forms; and it has
something from the intellective, namely that it compares; and so
it is in men alone. And because the sensitive part is better known
than the intellective, for this reason, just as the determination of
the intellective part is denominated from the sense, as was said, so
every comparison of the intellect is named from cogitatio.?8

2111, Q. 31, a. 6.
21111, Q. 167, a. 2. **De Ver., Q. 15, a. 1.
2 De Ver.,, Q. 25, 2. 2; I, Q. 76, a. 5. 28 In III Sent., d. 26, Q. 2, a. 2.
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-Thus human experience, proceeding from the cogitative
power, is an operation existing at the point of juncture between
sense operations and intellectual operation. It is concerned
with the particular, and so is a sense activity, but it does this
by comparison, which is from the intellect. Human experience,
therefore, is an operation in which reason is concerned. When-
ever St. Thomas speaks of experience he will always relate it
to the cogitative power, which is called particular reason: for
it discourses about particulars as universals.”® Quasi-experience
of animals is related to the estimative power. For that reason,
when St. Thomas speaks of sensibility as such, or of the infant
who has not reached the use of reason, he will not speak of the
cogitative power, because then the intellect is absent by defi-
nition, or is not operative by virtue of the concrete case. ““ Other
animals do not seek the suitable and avoid the harmful by
the deliberation of reason, but by the natural instinct of the
estimative power, and such natural instinct is also in children;
and so they take the breast, and take other suitable things,
without anyone teaching them.” Although estimative experi-
ence is found in animals and in men devoid of the use of reason,
nevertheless, collative experience is found only in men.

The distinctiveness of human experience is found in the fact
that the faculty of experience, the cogitative power, is never
unrelated to, but rather participates in some fashion in the
operation of reason. In man, sense is not for its own sake, but
also, and even primarily, for the sake of the intellect. “ Senses
are given to man not merely to procure the necessities of life,
as is the case with other animals, but also in order to know.” **
Hence, human experience has not only a biological utility, but
also intellectual utility. The reason for this perfection in the
sensitive faculties of man is found in the fact that the soul is
a functional whole, spreading its influence through the intel-
lectual, sensitive and vegetative potencies.®? “ The senses, more-
over, are a certain imperfect participation of the intelligence;

#71,Q.78, a. 4. 11, Q. 91, a. 8, ad 8.
2 In II Sent., d. 20, Q. 2, a. 5. 21, Q. 7, a. 4.
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wherefore, according to their natural origin, they proceed from
intelligence as the imperfect from the perfect. But considered
as receptive principles . . . the more imperfect powers precede
the others in the order of generation, for the animal is generated
before the man.”

Just as in the brute animals all the sensitive faculties are
concentrated and specified subjectively by the order they must
have in operating according to their own estimative power, so
also the sensitive faculties in man receive the influence of the
intellect which they must naturally serve. By reason of this
influence, the sense nature of man functions as if impregnated
with rationality and is not held to its own level. “ The sensible
soul is more noble in man than in the other animals, because in
man it not only is sensible, but also rational.” ** Hence it is
that human experience can obtain results intrinsically superior
in value to the quasi-experience of brutes, since it touches the
region proper to intelligence. Experience without intelligence is
second-rate knowledge at best. By directing, modifying and
extending the activity of the senses, the intellect fertilizes ex-
perience with its vitalizing power, enriching it far beyond the
capacity of the inferior sense powers.

This does not imply in any way that human experience is
essentially rational or that it partakes of the immateriality of
the intellectual activity. Indeed, because the faculty of experi-
ence, the cogitative power, is specified by its object, the material
singular; and “ such so-called intellect is the act of a corporeal
organ,” it follows that experience itself is necessarily of a sensi-
tive nature.®® St. Thomas goes so far as to localize the cogitative
power in the middle part of the head.** He was merely ex-
pressing, however, the opinion current in his time. As this
organ is dependent for its well-being upon the vegetative poten-
cies, it is clear that weak health will affect this faculty as well
as the other sensitive faculties, and through them, the intellect

21, Q. 7, a. 4.

3¢ De Anima, a. 11 and 12.
#1,Q.79, a. 2, ad 2.

*1, Q. 78, a. 4.
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itself. Good health is the physiological condition for both good
experience and good intellection.

Unlike the animal which apprehends the individual only in
so far as it is the principle or term of some action or passion,
the cogitative power in man apprehends the individual as stand-
ing under a common nature; “ and this because it is united to
intellect in one and the same subject.” ** Thus a sheep knows
this particular lamb, not as this lamb, but simply as something
to be suckled; and it knows this grass just in so far as this
grass is its food. Man, on the other hand is aware of a man as
this man, and this tree as this tree. Animal experience, there-
fore, is very limited in scope, extending only to those individual
things which are biologically useful to the animal organism.
The entire collection of singulars in many species will not fall
under animal experience, since the brute’s practical operations
are limited. As St. Thomas observes: “ Other individuals which
have no relation to its (the animal’s) own actions or passions
it does not apprehend at all by natural instinct. For the pur-
pose of natural instinects in animals is to direct them in their
actions and passions, so as to seek and avoid things according
to the requirements of their nature.” * Human experience goes
further than this, for its object is not only knowledge of the
individual as useful for man’s animal part, but also as it is useful
for his distinctively human part, his intellect.

The process by which man, after he has attained the use of
reason, makes his sensory judgments concerning sensory goods
is that of comparison. It is a kind of sensory discourse. This
discourse follows the movement of the intellect in its inductive
and demonstrative processes. In the first process, the cogitative
power’s comparison terminates in a singular judgment called
an experience. This singular judgment is called by Cajetan a
quasi-confused universal. “It is so called because the actual
universal of the intellect is contained in the quasi-universal
potentially. Cajetan notes that this judgment is the result of
many and many a collation, in the course of which phantasms

*"In II De Anima, 18. *8 Jbid.



THE NOTION OF EXPERIENCE 329

obviously having nothing essential to do with the object in
question are discarded.” ** Upon the whole sense order devolves
the task of dematerializing the potential universal for abstrac-
tion by the intellect; but those senses which are closest to intel-
lect will play the most important role in this process. Hence
the cogitative power’s collative activity terminating in the ex-
periential judgment will be the culmination of all sensory ac-
tivity and will be the last act of the sense order preparatory to
intellectual abstraction. Indeed, experience has been called the
secondary, complete synthesis of the sense order because it is
perception in its fullest and most perfect realization. “For the
cognizant sense unifies the combined data of common sense,
the imagination, and the memory, relating the object of sensa-
tion to its situation as a whole, as in the first instances, and
to other experiences.” *° ,

It would seem, therefore, that the convergence of all sensitive
cognitions is found in the phenomenon known as human experi-
ence. Thus its task in following the inductive process of the
intellect will be, not only to apprehend what in the singular
sensible is good or harmful, pleasant or unpleasant to man, but
also to dispose the entire sensible order to the good of the
intellect. From it will be derived man’s first intellectual con-
ceptions and the first principles of the intellect. It is by reason
of this ascent from experience to intelligence that the mind is
able to know singular things; for the object of the mind is the
universal and it is only by reflexion on the process from sense
to intellect that man knows the singular.**

Moreover, experience follows the movement of the intellect
in its demonstrative process, that is, when the intellect is re-
ducing its conclusions to first principles. Inasmuch as the first
principles come to the mind for the first time from the senses,
and the senses are in contact with external things, then in the
Thomistic scheme, the objectivity of knowledge is preserved in

% Flynn, op. cit., p. 560.

4% George P. Klubertanz, S.J., “ The Internal Senses in the Process of Cognition,”
The Modern Schoolman, XVIII (1940-1941), p. 30.

1 De Ver., Q. 10, a. 5.
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its entirety—arising from experience and ending in experience.
Finally, it allows the man, reasoning deductively, to apply his
universal knowledge about things to be done to the particular
instance, which particular instance is known only through ex-
perience.*? In this we find the value attribute of experience, of
which we shall speak. These functions of experience make it
indispensable both for life and for learning. Since experience
in man resembles in many ways the operations of the intellect,
it will be profitable to compare them.

EXPERIENCE AND INTELLECT

Experience, as the act of the cogitative power, may be com-
pared to the cogitative power as intelligence is to the intellect.
Intelligence is distinct from the intellect as any act is distinct
from the faculty producing it. Thus St. Thomas points out:
“The word ° intelligence ’ properly signifies the intellect’s very
act, which is to understand . . . thus intelligence is not distinct
from the intellect as power from power; but as act from
power.” ** Similarly, experience is distinct from the cogitative
power as an act is distinct from its power.

Now the mind as engaged in a process of discursive reasoning
about universal intentions is called intellective reason (ratio),
in distinction to the mind as the faculty of universal principles,
which is known as intellectus or understanding.”* In a similar
fashion, the cogitative power, as engaged in a kind of discursive
reasoning about particulars, is called particular reason in dis-
tinction to the cogitative power using singulars as principles,
which is known as passive intellect.*® The process of intellective
reason discoursing about universal intentions is called thinking
or cogitation; so also the cogitative power in discoursing about
particular intentions is a quasi-kind of thinking. Indeed, the
mental inquiry of the intellect is denominated as thinking
(cogitatio) by reason of its similarity to the collatio of the

42 Ibid.; also cf. II-II, Q. 42, a. 3, ad 3. “1,Q. 78, a. 4.
1, Q. 79, a. 10. 4 In VI Eth. 9.
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cogitative power rather than vice versa.*®* Every process has a
beginning, middle and end. The beginning of intelligence is
from first principles (intellectus) ; its medium is the discourse
of reason about universals (ratio): its term is the judgment
of reason producing intellectual knowledge (scientia). In like
manner, the beginning of experience is from singulars retained
in memory. They are the principles of experience. The medium
of experience is the comparison of memories (collatio) ; its term
is the judgment of experience producing integrated sensitive
knowledge. The cognitional value of the conclusions of science
is certitude; of experience, suspicion. Suspicion is that species
of conjecture which deals with singulars.*’

Anything is said to be perfect in so far as it attains its end.*®
Thus science is the perfection of intellect; experience, the per-
fection of sense. Anything is denominated according to that
which is perfect in it. Hence, man is called a reasoning animal
and not an experiencing animal. Moreover, as the perfect vir-
tually contains the imperfect, as the composite contains the
simple, as science contains the principles from which it is gen-
erated, so also experience, being the ultimate act in the order
of sense, virtually contains all those acts of the sensitive order
which are below it.** The word experience, therefore, can be
extended to include all those acts which go to make up the
phenomenon known as experience. It is in this general sense
that the word experience is most often used. '

St. Thomas remarks that “ what is of a superior nature can-
not exist in an inferior nature perfectly, but only through a
kind of weak participation.” * Experience and intelligence,
therefore, while exhibiting a marvelous similarity, are, never-
theless, very much different. No matter how high sensitive
knowledge ascends, it is still sense.” It has to do with the par-
ticular and the contingent. Experience, as experience, never
rises above the level. The intellect on the other hand, deals

“¢De Ver., Q. 14, a. 1, ad 9: II-II, Q. 2, a. 1.
*7In VI Eth. 8. 4 De Ver.,, Q. 15, a. 1, ad 5.
¢ In V Met. 18. 5 Ibid., Q. 15, a. 1.
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with the universal and necessary. Between sense and intellect,
between the universal and particular, there intervenes a tre-
mendous gap. This gap, however, is somewhat filled by experi-
ence. As man stands as a link between animals and angels,
participating in some way in the nature of both, so also experi-
ence stands midway between pure sense knowledge and intel-
lection.

That in itself poses a difficult problem. We are men, not
animals. Although we can logically separate the workings of
sense and intellect, in reality they are one, for in man there is
unity of operation and being. Human activity, proceeding
from man, while being unified, exhibits a great diversity and
variety. In order to gain knowledge of its nature it must be
analyzed. At the same time, the unity of operation must not
be lost sight of. Yet in the atomistic breakdown of the unity
of human operation, there is the danger, indeed, there is the
tendency to treat each aspect of man’s activity as a separate
and isolated phenomenon. Intellectual knowledge itself, while
displaying a marvelous unity, at the same time presupposes the
cooperation of the external and internal senses, intertwined in
reciprocal influence, hierarchically ordered to one another, dy-
namically related in the process of cognition. To logically
precise from this dynamic order in order to discover its con-
stituent parts is to run the risk of compartmentalizing man’s
activity and of failing to see the whole in proper perspective
because one has become enmeshed in the parts. This must be
kept in mind in any study of experience; for experience, while
being a complex phenomenon and the foundation of all intel-
lectual constructions, is itself but one part of the total learning
process.

Perhaps, if we were to understand properly the process of
experience on a purely sensitive level, we would have to study
it in children before the child began to operate on an intellectual
plane. Even then it would be hardly possible to give an intel-
ligible account of it."* Human experience, as we know it, is

51 Klubertanz, The Discursivé Power, p. 237.
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permeated with the influence of the intellect and it is difficult to
say exactly when this influence is absent. It is inevitable, then,
that our knowledge of experience will be analogical. We examine
it to find out how it is similar to, yet different from intelligence;
at the same time we show how it is different from, yet very
similar to the sense knowledge of animals.

THE SUBJECT OF EXPERIENCE

Experience, as defined by St. Thomas, is something distinc-
tively human. It is predicated of animals in an analogous
fashion insofar as they possess it in a rather feeble manner.
“ Because from many sensations and memory animals become
accustomed to seek or avoid something, hence it is that they
seem to share something of experience, even though but little.” 5
Angels and demons are also said to possess experience, but that
too only analogously. “ Experience can be attributed to the
angels (and demons) according to the likeness of the things
known, although not by a likeness of knowing power. We have
experience when we know single objects through the senses;
the angels likewise know single objects . . . yet not through the
senses.” ** Both angels and animals lack experience properly
so-called because they lack the essential element of experience;
they do not discourse about singulars as man does.* In the
animal this is because of the deficiency and weakness of animal
nature; in the angel it is because of the perfection of angelic
nature and operation.

What is a perfection in man in comparison to animal nature
is an imperfection when considered relative to angelic and divine
activity. Man by his various powers of knowledge knows all
classes of things, apprehending universals and immaterial things
by his intellect, and things singular and corporeal by the senses.
The angel, however, knows both by his one mental power, “ for
the order of things run in this way, that the higher a thing is,
so much the more is its power unified and far-reaching.” 5°

52In I Met., 1. 51, Q. 58, a. 3 ad 3.
521, Q. 54, a. 5. 51, Q. 57, a. 2.



334 JOSEPH L. LENNON

Hence it is that: “ through the species imparted to them do
the angels know things, not only as to their universal nature,
but likewise in their individual conditions, in so far as they are
manifold representations of that one simple essence.” ¢

As we have noted previously, the proximate subject from
which experience emanates is the cogitative power. St. Thomas,
however, extends the meaning of experience to include the in-
tuitive knowledge of the intellect in apprehending its own acts.”
Hence it is that the intellect in its operation knows itself experi-
entially by its own acts, as do other powers of the soul. To
quote St. Thomas: “ These things which are in the soul by their
physical reality, are known through experimental knowledge;
insofar as through acts man has experience of their inward
principles: thus when we wish, we perceive we have a will; and
when we exercise the functions of life, we observe there is life
in us.” ® Thus the spirituality of intelligence and its specific
distinctness from the operations of sense, or again the specific
difference between the will and the sensitive appetite, are known
experientially. This experiential knowledge of the intellect, how-
ever, is not clear and evident and is to be distinguished from
a second kind of knowledge which derives from an accurate
introspection of our thought processes and which is brought
about by the reflexive power of the intellect.

That is why St. Thomas takes great care in explaining how
the soul knows itself by its own act.

There is a difference, however, between these two kinds of knowl-
edge, and it consists in this, that the mere presence of the mind
suffices for the first; The mind itself being the principle of action
whereby it perceives itself, and hence it is said to know itself by
its own presence. But as regards the second kind of knowledge,
the mere presence of the mind does not suffice, and there is further
required a careful and subtle inquiry.®®

This explains why men, having experimental knowledge of
the soul’s activity, have, nevertheless, erred in their investiga-

56 Ibid. S8 I-II, Q. 112, a. 5, ad 1.
71, Q. 79, a. 4. 57, Q. 87, a. 1.
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tion of its true nature. The intellect’s reflexive investigation
of its own activity constitutes the art of introspection.

Introspection is distinct from observation and experimenta-
tion. Observation consists in the examination and collection
of facts and phenomena, with or without the help of instru-
ments, and without changing the natural condition of the
observed phenomena. Experimentation consists, on the other
hand, not only in the examination of things, but also in the
subjection of one thing to another, the mixture and manipula-
tion of phenomena, in order that new and unfamiliar effects
may be produced by work of art.”® Such experience of experi-
mentation is usually attributed to the physical sciences, but
the essence of the process, consisting in the comparison of indi-
vidual things, is equally verified in the common experience of
all men. In any event, the predication of experience to any
kind of intellectual activity is accomplished only by extending
the meaning of the term; for in the Thomistic scheme, experi-
ence properly so-called belongs to the order of sense, and only
to the order of sense.

THE ScoPE oF EXPERIENCE

All persons, possessing the same human nature, coming into
contact with the same world of objects, are subject to the
process of experience. In one way, experience is unique to the
experiencing individual. All men do not have the same experi-
ences. But, in another sense, since all men possess the same
specific powers and operations and since all experience takes
its rise from and converges at the same objects in the physical
environment, then, we can speak of public experience as well
as private experience, of shared experience as well as individual
experience.

Shared experience is common experience—using the phrase
“ common experience ” to ““ denote the whole set of experiences
which men have naturally through the ordinary operation of

° Sanseverino Cajetano, Philosophia Christiana, (Naples, 1878), IV, p. 174.
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their senses, their memories and imaginations.” ** Although the
experience of two men are never identical under all aspects,
nevertheless, experience is common to both to the extent that
they share experiences which have thus arisen naturally in the
course of their lives. Indeed, strange as it may seen, the com-
mon experience of men and even the crude experience of the
child is not too far removed from the refined experience of the
scientist. It is true that the experience of the child is a natural
process carried on by the ordinary operation of the senses in
daily life. The scientist, on the other hand, under controlled
conditions, is said to make an experience or experiment. Usually
by the use of instruments which enlarge and extend the power
of the senses, he contrives an artificial situation which discloses
to his senses things he could never derive from ordinary experi-
‘ence. His experience is deliberative investigation under con-
trolled conditions; the child’s experience is often non-delibera-
tive, or if deliberative, devoid of technical apparatus and arising
"in daily life under non-controlled conditions. The former is
special, refined and artificial experience; the latter is common,
crude and natural experience. The work of the scientist in his
laboratory is undoubtedly different from the gropings and
searchings of the infant, yet, fundamentally, they are both
doing the same thing. Both are probing, trying, testing, in
order to obtain knowledge of objects in the world about them;
and this is the essence of experience.

Man can profit, not only by his own experience, but also by
the experience of other men. This includes the experience of
those men living with him in the present and the experience
of all men who have preceded him. In this sense, we can speak
of funded or race experience. It embraces all the accomplish-
ments of mankind in the arts, literature and sciences, preserved
and handed down through the ages, and known as the culture,
social heritage or civilization of mankind.

Relative to the individual, experience, as the foundation of
and the propaedeutic to science, comprises all those things by

1 Mortimer J. Adler, What Man Has Made of Man, (New York, 1937), p. 130.
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means of which the intellect through induction can formulate
the principles of the various sciences.®> A diversity of experi-
ence is necessarily demanded according to the diversity of the
various sciences. Thus it will comprehend in its scope both the
facts or phenomena which the individual observes, explores or
meets with in his daily life and those things which are trans-
mitted to him by word of mouth or which he derives from
books. Opinions current in the society in which he lives, his-
torical facts and theories, conclusions based on faith and ac-
cepted upon the authority of his teachers, custom, literature
and the like—all go to form the warp and woof of his personal
experience.

Since it is a practical impossibility for man to come in con-
tact with all aspects of reality or his environment, much of his
experience will be vicarious. For well or ill, the individual’s
experience will influence his practical activity, form the starting
point in sense of his later intellectual constructions and per-
meate his whole life. In most cases, many sensations and many
memories of the same thing are required to form an experience
sufficiently elaborated so that the intellect may abstract a uni-
versal concept. This is known as formal experience. In other
cases, virtual experience suffices. This type of experience may
be derived simply from one sensation or one memory, which in
itself may be equivalent to many memories.®® Thus universals
of mathematics presuppose virtual experience, but universals
of natural philosophy presuppose formal experience. Whatever
the case, experience will constitute the indispensable basis of all
life and learning.

THE VALUE ATTRIBUTE OF EXPERIENCE

Experience, as the act of the cogitative power, is concerned
with the particular thing under the aspect of being suitable or
non-suitable to man. The object of intelligence is the universal;

*In I Eth. 11.
%2 J, Hoenen, “ De Origine Primorum Principiorum Scientiae,” Gregoriamum, XIV
(1988), p. 163.
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the object of experience is the particular. If the singular sensible
were not the object of experience, a person would never arrive
at the knowledge of this man and this lion and the like, but
would know only man or lion according to their universal con-
ception. Moreover, if in experience, man did not make judg-
ments concerning the suitability of particular things, he would
never act. We never do anything unless we desire something
or wish to avoid something. At the same time, we never desire
or avoid anything unless we judge it to be good or bad for our-
selves. Hence certain judgments always precede our actions;
and these judgments are singular since our actions are always
concerned with singular things. It follows, therefore, that the
object of experience is the particular thing as good or bad for
man; for the proper object of intelligence is the universal,

Herein lies the value attribute of experience. Nor is this
perception of value in the particular thing confined only to
notions of convenience, usefulness, and suchlike, for there are
many values which do not' belong to these aforementioned
classes. As Rudolph Allers points out:

The rational will can not consider (sic) any particular object with-
out some intermediary function which forms, as it were, the con-
necting link between the immaterial faculty, and the material par-
ticular in which the values, as realized and desirable or as to be
realized by man’s action, reside. Now there are many values which
do not belong to the classes of usefulness, convenience, damage or
danger. These values too must be brought close to the will by some
intermediary, which naturally can not be any other than the wvis
cogitativa. . . . It seems, therefore, correct to define the proper
object, in this regard, of the vis cogitativa as any value whatsoever,
in so far as it is realized in a particular thing or situation and appre-
hended as such.%*

Since acts are specified by their objects and experience is the
act of the cogitative power, then the proper object of experience
is any value apprehended in the particular.

This experienced value attribute is a pervasive and insepar-

%4 Rudolph Allers, “ The Vis Cogitativa and Evaluation,” The New Scholasticism.
XV (1981), pp. 200-201.
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able aspect of every experience. All human wants, urges, desires,
and aspirations are permeated with some value attribute. For
instance, a value attribute of a relatively low order is experi-
enced in situations where physical needs are satisfied in a crude
and elemental way; whereas a higher, richer, subtler, more satis-
fying value attribute is experienced in concrete situations where
man’s higher faculties are exercised and his higher aspiration
fulfilled. A job well done, helping a friend, the solution of a
highly abstract problem, the performance of a virtuous deed
and the like, all these activities of life contain value attributes.
Indeed, all the humble ordinary activities of life contain an
element of value: learning to read and write, mowing the lawn,
completing a crossword puzzle, liking and disliking, joy and
sorrow, disappointment and disturbance, these are the value
attributes of everything we do.

Since human experience is open to, and most often is under
the guidance of reason, its object extends to the whole field of
concrete suitability and man is able to perceive a value content
in every particular situation. This provides a plausible explana-
tion for the many divergent types of activity men seek to
repeat. Man tries to recapture qualities he has experienced on
previous occasions—in satisfying his physical, intellectual, social
and cultural needs. He wants to recapture these experiences
simply because he enjoys the value attributes related to them.
The sensed value of any experience is crucially important, for
it is the catalyzer needed to produce all our actions.

Considered in itself, on a purely sensory level in abstraction
from the rest of man, human experience would be very im-
perfect. But when we consider it as in contact with and united
to reason we come to a very different result. Under the guiding
influence of reason it penetrates into all the innumerable fields
of human activity.® In this way man can increase the range
of his experience and attain an enhancement of the value
attribute of experience. It is the capacity man has to sense
added value in his experience that accounts for his ceaseless

% De Virt. in Comm., Q. 1, a. 6.
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striving, for his characteristic unwillingness to have things
remain as they are. It explains, moreover, the anticipatory
quality of man’s experience and points out the inadequacy of
trying to account for it solely in terms of influences operating
in the present.

Every experience of the present involves the future as well
as the past. Our experience in any immediate situation is re-
lated so indissolubly to our expectancies that one could hardly
exist without the other. The present and past act as a take-off
for the things expected or hoped for in the future. That is why
St. Thomas points out that experience is the cause of hope.
Hope is concerned with a future good, difficult but possible to
obtain.

Consequently, a thing may be the cause of hope, either because it
makes something possible to a man: or because it makes him think
something possible. In the first way hope is caused by everything
which increases a man’s power, e.g., riches, strength, and among
others, experience: since by experience man acquires the faculty of
doing something easily, and the result of this is hope. Wherefore
Vegetius says: No one fears to do that which he is sure of having
learned well. In the second way, hope is caused by everything
which makes man think that he can obtain something: and then
again experience is the cause of hope, in so far as it makes him
reckon something possible which before his experience he looked
upon as impossible.®

Experience of many failures is also the reason why old people,
sometimes lack confidence or hope of success; while the youhg
because of their very lack of experience in suffering failure or
defeat sometimes abound in self-confidence and hope.*” This
indicates the necessity of giving children tasks which can be
accomplished within the framework of their capabilities. The
experience of the value attributes of success and achievement
in a task well done will help develop the self-confidence neces-
sary for hope of future achievement.

It is the nature of man to strive for an increase in the quality
of experience so long as there is some hope of success, even

s I-II, Q. 40, a. 5. “II Q. 40, a. 6, ad 2.
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though he may know full well it will involve sacrifice and
pain. And the reason that he does this is because he has an
intellectual appreciation of those values which are good in them-
selves and also good for himself. An increment of the value of
any experience is possible only if there is some standard, some
form to use as a springboard for emergence. We cannot sense
an enhancement of quality in experience if we have no standard
as a takeoff.

Abstractions permit men to check a present experience against
the past and potential future, against universal rules, com-
mandments, laws. The practical principles of reason itself deal
with the universal.®® These universal objects are outside the
field of operation; they are abstracted from space and time,
immobile in themselves. “ Honor thy father and thy mother,”
says universal reason. This proposition is universal and neces-
sary, and as such it cannot immediately lead to action which
is always in the realm of the particular.®® Yet a transition must
be made, if reason is be to the guide of human action. Experi-
ence stands ready at hand. Its field is precisely the concrete
particular as it is good for men. Seeing the particular good
in the apprehension of the cogitative power, reason can relate
it to its own universal apprehensions.” It can then draw the
conclusion: ““This good thing is to be done.” Thus reason
provides the standard by which the concrete value can be
realized in the myriad instances of experience. Experience, then
is both permeated with the intelligibility of reason, and limited
by the particularity of sense.

A characteristic of human activity is the fact of purpose.
Human behavior is never random or chaotic. “ Omne agens
agit propter finem,” ™ say the Scholastics, and human activity
is inevitably bound up with the realization of some value. An
appreciation of value considered universally belongs to the in-
tellect; a judgment of particular value is made by the cogitative
power. As St. Thomas points out: “ The intellect or reason

SSII-II, Q. 47, a. 1. " De Ver., Q. 10, a. 5.
@ JI-II, Q. 47, a. 8. “IIL Q. 1, a. 2.
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knows in the universal the end towards which it ordains the
act of the concupiscible and irascible appetites, by commanding
them. This universal knowledge it applies to the singular by
means of the cogitative power.” " The judgment of experience,
therefore, is about the value component of every experience.
In the process of living, man is constantly bombarded by a
flow of sensations from which he derives all his experiences.
These impressions received by man from his senses are
meaningless unless they become functionally related to his pur-
poses. The very fact that man sifts and sorts, accepts and
rejects images of past sensations is dependent upon the fact
that the cogitative power recognizes them as contributing in
some way to human welfare. Thus it is that attention in man
becomes a problem of relating particular goods found by experi-
ence to the welfare of the individual. As Klubertanz asserts:
“ Attention, therefore, in the sensory order is a function of
sense appetite, which is determined by the judgment of the
estimative or discursive power in its judgments.” **

The fact that the fleeting images of sense would stop, come
to rest, as it were, merge and coalesce with kindred images, be
integrated about a core, can be explained only by the recognition
that they serve the purposes of the individual who apprehends
some value in them. As the thing that is loved tends to remain
within the apprehension of the lover, so also the particular
sensible remains in the experience of the individual because
it has value for him. The significance anything in our environ-
ment has for us originates in some personal experience. The
meaning we relate to any sense impression is derived only
through past experience as we have tried to carry out our pur-
pose. This has important implications for methodology in learn-
ing and teaching, for there is no starting or progress in learning
unless we start from the experience of the individual. More-
over, as the intellect and will influence each other reciprocally,
so also do the cogitative power and the sensitive appetite.

“2 De Ver., Q. 10, a. 5, ad 4.
78 Klubertanz, The Discursive Power, p. 290.
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In practical knowledge, universal principles are applied to
contingent operables by the cogitative power’s apprehension of
the universal value concreted in the particular instance. This
function derives naturally from the proper act of the cogitative
power inasmuch as its object is the concrete sensible good. It
is different with those objects which are not operable or prac-
tical, which deal, not with doing, but with knowing. In other
words, how is the particular thing which is an object of specu-
lative knowledge grasped through experience by the cogitative
power, since in itself the object of speculative knowledge is not
the good but the true? The plausible answer seems to be that
the particular truth is also a particular good for man; for every
truth is a certain good and every good is a certain truth.”* Thus
the interest of the individual in this particular thing to be
known is bound up with the fact that it is good for him under
some aspect; the aspect being the perfection of the knower. As
Klubertanz shrewdly observes: “. . . interest is the key to all
learning. But fundamentally there are two kinds of interest.
There is interest which flows immediately from the object, be-
cause it is known to be sensibly good or useful. There is another
form of interest, whose source is interior; it consists in this,
that the knowledge of an object which as such is outside the
field of value is looked on as the good and perfection of the
knower.” "

This accounts for the affective element in learning: the
particular thing ordained to speculative knowledge is appre-
hended by the cogitative power as contributing to the welfare
of the individual. The particular truth becomes a good—either
because the cogitative power under the guidance of reason
recognizes it as conducive to mental perfection, or because it
is according to what we are accustomed to hear, or because it
is proposed by a person whom we like, or it may be that it is
accompanied by certain rewards or advantages. Whatever, the
case, it has a distinct value attribute connected with it which

‘], Q.82 a. 4, ad 1.
"¢ Klubertanz, op. cit., p. 291.
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makes it desirable in this particular instance. In this we find
the emotional overtones connected with all learning, for feelings
of liking or disliking always accompany the study of any
subject.

Because this is so, the teacher cannot disregard student
attitudes. If the student develops a liking to learn while he is
learning to learn, the interest in learning may continue lifelong.

Although many of the topics treated herein received no ex
professo treatment by St. Thomas, nevertheless, we believe that
they were treated in principle by the Angelic Doctor. His study
of the cogitative power in man, as the faculty of experience,
has laid the groundwork for the understanding of experience
within the total context of human activity. His insistence upon
experience as the foundation of knowledge and as the basis of
all practical activity points up its great importance in the
educative process and its extreme necessity for practical pro-
ficiency.

J. L. Lexnon, O.P.

Providence College
Providence, R. 1.



MODERN PHILOSOPHY AND THE APOSTOLATE

[ ]

I
11 TWENTIETH Century Apostle,”* brief as it is, re-

mains an enduring statement on the subject. In

recounting the three ways in which the first Apostles
worked their offensive strategy to bring happiness to unhappy
men, Father Farrell put first the living of the message; second,
the spoken word; and last, the written word. The supreme
apostolic weapon of the original bearers of the Good News was
in their very lives and actions:

Short of the grace of God, it was their life-exposition of the message
of Christ that made the western world Christian. The only limit
set to the use of this instrument was dictated by the Master of life
in setting a time for death. If their words portrayed temporal and
eternal peace on a fascinating canvas, their lives and deeds put
the same message in three dimensions, in a form that men could
view and handle from all angles, a sculpture carved so harmoniously
from the stubborn and diverse material of human lives as to leave
no doubt of the divine genius of the Sculptor. Men read and
doubted, they heard and argued, but when they saw they fell on
their knees.?

The great point made in Father Farrell’s essay—which happens
to have been one of his last—is that the one apostolic instru-
ment that has come down to us unimpaired is the glorious life-
exposition of the message of Christ by the apostle. The way
in which the important two instruments—the spoken and the
written word—have not only been rendered more or less useless
in our era but have bolstered the enemy’s campaign also, is
what concerns us here. For the modern apostle scanning the
horizons of the fields outside the present cultivation of the

* Walter Farrell, O.P., “ Twentieth Century Apostle,” The Thomist, X (1947),
133-158.
* Ibid., p. 139.
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Church sees those fields, Father Farrell tells us truly, as much
more humanly hopeless than in the days of the infant Church:
“ The audience of the modern apostle is almost totally lacking
in the natural prerequisites for supernatural life. Sound notions
of God and man are either already gone or moving rapidly to
the last stages of decay.”® Thus the apostolic weapons have
become defensive rather than offensive; for the completeness
of the corruption of natural truths has rendered the ordinary
men and women of today invulnerable to the apostle’s spoken
or written message. Though the fundamental attacks on man’s
very nature have been left in obscurity, as the great Thomist
pointed out, the denial of, or agnostic indifference to, man’s
spiritual essence is clear in the age’s enthronement of relativism.
The demand of Father Farrell that we evaluate the spoken
and written word from the standpoint of apostolic efficiency is
a demand that they be used immediately to multiply the faith-
ful apostle’s own life-exposition in the lives of his hearers. Cer-
tainly, in our century, because of the hostile atmosphere toward
truth, the improvement in our communication-means as such
has only increased the fog of errors. The very art of printing,
as Kierkegaard had observed in the past century, is a “ satirical
discovery ” since it propagates falsehoods which might other-
wise have died with the falsifiers. Not only has the notion of
God been lost so completely that a proud world feels it can do
without God and still base its pride on a caricature of man, as
Father Farrell pointed out; there is also being fed to our people
through press, radio, TV, a steady diet of distorted notions of
human beings and their powers. Men have thus developed
blind spots making it impossible for them to follow rational
processes. There is a vast expenditure of wasted effort in trying
to reason with them.
~ Nevertheless if the spoken and written word are to serve the
Christian who uses these instruments as brands to set the faith-
ful on fire—in the vivid imagery of Father Farrell—instead of
showering their living sparks of truth on the modern fog to be

® Ibid., p. 144.
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snuffed out by it, they are to be used according to the truths
of the philosophia perennis with no compromising with current
attitudes. Suppose that the Socratic doctrine of the soul as
consciousness has been supplanted by the doctrine of the sub-
conscious which denies man personal responsibility for his
choices? Our revolt against reason which has inverted age-old
philosophic values has not changed the fact that man is a
reasonable and reasoning creature. The intimate interconnec-
tion of the life, the spoken word and the written word in the
apostle’s career does, of course, make his work in an era of
enthroned relativism that of a spy in an enemy country; but
if he is still to be God’s spy he cannot teach that truth is subject
to change even to get a foot in the door of the house of the
soul at which he stands, and knocks. He must continue to
challenge the leaders of our present “ great war of ignorance.”

II

The Yale physicist, Henry Margenau, speaks of the need for
a new philosophy, though its details, he tells us, elude him.*
But he is sure that “ its method will reflect ongoing concerns,
the dynamism of science itself.” Dr. Margenau explained his
“ perspectives-of-science ” philosophy in these terms:

Like science this philosophy will conceive its goal to be an ideal
one attainable only as a limiting answer to finite and often repeated
human questions. Knowing the tentative nature of postulates, it
will harbor no static certainties; while it will recognize meaningful
eternal questions, it will brook no eternal answers, nor will it enter-
tain timeless truths.

The Key Reporter article in which the above statement occurs
had been based throughout on the PBK address which, as
Visiting Lecturer for the year 1957-58, the Yale professor gave
before Phi Beta Kappa audiences throughout America. This

*H. Margenau, “The Task of the Coming Philosophy,” The Key Reporter,
Autumn, 1959, pp. 2-3 fI.
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speech was enthusiastically received at Ohio University by
members of the learned Society and the faculty generally.

Such dogmatism as Margenau’s, replacing metaphysics with
naturalism, is as unhappy as it is inevitable in our current cul-
tural climate. Sense knowledge, on which science rests, is always
relative, of necessity; but sense knowledge is not map’s only
source of knowledge. If it were so, there would be only what
is past, or passing, or to come, as Yeats sings, ending his “ Sail-
ing to Byzantium.” And in that flowing stream what aims or
goals for man are possible, even of formulation, let alone real-
ization? For man so far from being able to step twice into the
river of Heraclitus cannot, as it was long ago recognized, step
into it even once.

In whatever formulation the new philosophy occurs it is
always reducible to the pre-Socratic Heraclitean flux; for in
the last analysis nature’s ever-living bonfire is the proposed
thought-system of the modern relativist; and it is also the pic-
ture mirrored in all our current art forms of every genre. We
have its defenders in those who deny free will as intrinsic
necessity but insist paradoxically on freedom from any external
authority; we have them in our upholders of the idea of a
cosmic order without intelligent direction and in those who
seek explanation of conduct in biological drives and subcon-
scious influences. And we have its defenders in theologians.

Reinhold Niebuhr, on the basis of the flux of the temporal
world, has made a radical distinction between nature and his-
tory. In the latter God is said to intervene from time to time
“to reconstruct the rational concepts of meaning which men
and cultures construct under the false assumption that they
have a mind which completely transcends the flux of history,
when actually it can only construct a realm of meaning from
a particular standpoint within the flux.” ®* (Saint Thomas, Nie-
buhr has been saying over and over for years, simply did not
appreciate the finiteness of man’s reason and its involvement
in the flux of the temporal world!)

5 R. Niebuhr, Christian Realism and Political Problems (New York: Scribner,
1953), p. 200.
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The Niebuhr flux-philosophy is echoed in the demand of cer-
tain Catholic theologians who believe, as Father John L. Me-
Kenzie wrote recently,® that our new intellectual climate needs
a new philosophic language. In this article the Jesuit scholar
observed that St. Thomas’ success * lay largely in the fact that
he so perfectly articulated his belief in terms apt for the intel-
lectual world of his day.” Commendable as this is to Father
MecKenzie, those terms cannot be apt for the mid-twentieth
century “ unless we realize that the intellectual world now does
not speak the language of the thirteenth century.” He con-
tinues:

What I find lacking in the Thomistic synthesis—and in speculative
theology as a whole—are historical and critical methods and ap-
proach. In modern education and in the modern intellectual world
these have a place in the training of the educated man which they
did not have in the thirteenth century; our students will meet them
in their humanistic disciplines. The historical and critical attitude
exhibited by St. Thomas—and by most classic writers of theology
down to our own century—does not meet the standards of modern
historians and critics.’

What Father McKenzie says of the historical and critical
attitude of St. Thomas not meeting the standards of modern
historians and critics is true, of course. But the method here
suggested reads more like a compromise with ignorance than
the defense of truth—at least to the reader who sees truth
betrayed in the unsound historical and critical attitude of any
protagonist whatever of the flux-philosophy.

Both in American and in German universities there is cur-
rently a new concern and fascination with that philosophy. The
influence of the German rationalist who inaugurated the modern
philosophy of history had already spread darkly through our
culture. Hegel’s absolute-state dogma with its many and varied
political forms; Hegel’s subjectivism with its many varieties in
idealism, rationalism, existentialism, scientism, pragmatism;

¢ “ Theology and Jesuit Education,” Thought, XXXIV (1959), 345-357.
"Ibid., p. 853. The quotation occurs also in Father McKenzie’s “ Training
Teachers of College Theology,” Jesuit Educational Quarterly, XIX (1956), 101 L.
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and finally Hegel’s historicism (appearing as it does in the
Toynbee view of history and the neo-orthodox Protestant
theologies) have somehow all appealed much to the modern
mind. The postulate which underlies the great idealist’s Sys-
tem is deceptively simple: The world and all that happens in
it is a historically conditioned phase in the self-realization of
the Weltgeist for which all forms are passing affairs as it
marches forever onward. All forms indeed pass by dialectic
necessity—dialectic since the rising takes place on a mental
ladder whose rungs are respectively art, religion and philosophy.
The whole System, nevertheless, destroys at the outset the
possibility of philosophical authority by its primal postulate
of the flux. At its heart stands a fundamental contradiction:
and the contradiction is itself the keystone of the whole struc-
ture.

Yet a German scholar told me recently of the eagerness with
which the young philosophers in his native land are “ returning
to the study of Hegel.” A young American Jesuit informed
me at about the same time of his own wish to do for Hegel what
St. Thomas did for Aristotle. Let us hope the young Jesuit
succeeds, all but impossible as the task appears. When Heinrich
Heine, the German poet who repudiated Hegel on his deathbed
after following him all his life, saw his former philosophy teacher
in a new light, he compared the Maestro’s subtleties to those
of “the bluestocking without feet ” in Eden. But, said Heine,
the tempter of our first parents put in a few words (“ Ye shall
be as gods ) what Hegel had spun out so voluminously in his
spider-web labyrinths of dialectic. Not only Hegel but Marx—
to whose movement Heine first gave the name of Communist—
was seen by the dying poet as bent on destroying all that is
precious to man: his personality, his freedom, his hope of
immortality.

The sophistries Heine was to see in Hegelianism, sophistries
that his Danish contemporary Kierkegaard fought against heart
and soul, have been visited on Europe and the whole world in
ways too obvious to need recounting. Hegel’s philosophy of
history with its absolute-state doctrine affected us disastrously
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from Bismarck’s Germany to Il Duce’s Italy, and from Hitler’s
Reich to Marxism’s U. S. S. R. Kierkegaard, bitterest and keen-
est of critics of Hegel’s System, saw the developmental pattern
of Hegel’s philosophy of history as that of the spirit of the
world ‘which must be repudiated by the Christian. But the
tares had already been sown among the good wheat of philo-
sophical truth when both Heine and Kierkegaard indicted the
Hegelian historical method as not being a valid approach. If
the serpent of Eden did work through the German idealist’s
teachings, it would seem to be through a philosophy of relativ-
ism, holding no truth unchanged in changing time and place.

111

Hegel’s idea that the world and all that happens in it is only
an historically conditioned phase has deeply infiltrated our cul-
ture even though this relativism is indicted from time to time
as diabolical. In his last Screwtape Letter, for instance, C. S.
Lewis has his “ very experienced Devil ” observing to his con-
freres: ““Via Hegel (another indispensable protagonist on our
side) we easily contrived both the Nazi and the Communist
states.” ® Yet the Hegelian subtleties are named by such Catho-
lic scholars as Walter J. Ong, S.J., as showing brilliant albeit
partial insight.” And Father Ong appeals in his own dialectic
to an historical and critical canon which is nothing if not Hegel-
ian in its nature.

Read what the St. Louis educator has written in American
Catholic Crossroads regarding the value of St. Thomas in the
light of his own theory of knowledge: “ We know we can never
recapture the totality of St. Thomas’ view of the universe, even
if we wanted to, if only because we cannot forget enough of
what man has thought and discovered since his time.” ** The

8In The Saturday Evening Post, December 19, 1959.

°« A Dialectic of Aural and Objective Correlatives,” Essays in Criticism, 8
(1958), 166-181.

1° American Catholic Crossroads (New York: Macmillan, 1959), p. 99. This
statement obviously rests on a theory which would destroy all philosophical authority
as fully as in the theory of the ancient Sophists.
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notion that all things pass by dialectical necessity has been
combined in Father Ong’s “ intense consciousness of knowl-
edge’s developmental pattern ” (to use his descriptive for it)
with a new epistemological theory which would separate the
world of sound from that of vision. Indeed he seems to be
saying that the two avenues of sense, sight and hearing, affect
respectively what we know and affect it fundamentally. St.
Thomas, however, if I have followed his argument rightly, did
not concern himself with the eye and ear as anything other than
the extraordinary avenues of perception they are; what he did
was to relate perception to language by the use of the dis-
coveries of the Father of Logic—discoveries which Father Ong
holds the work of eye-minded epistemologists. In fact, Father
Ong’s criticism of Hegel is just that his dialectic is “ too little
vocal in preoccupation, deflecting attention from the word as
word to a visualist analogue of the word.” The Hegelian idea,
in short, is “ that-which-is-seen, reflected in an equally visualist
(thesis-antithesis-synthesis) reduction of dialogue itself.” **
Father Ong looks on sound itself as “ the ground of all verbal
communication,” as he says in a popular essay.'” Pre-literate
man, Father Ong holds, lived in a voice-and-ear culture. But
the invention of the alphabet revolutionized thinking, since the
alphabet “breaks the sound itself up into little spatial parts
which it reassembles on a surface in countless configurations.”
(Apart from the gratuitous thinking-power here granted the
alphabet as such, why should the parts of written language be
any less subserviently structural than those of speech?) The
alphabet, the writer goes on, resulted in a manusecript culture;
this was followed, after Gutenberg, by a typographical culture.
But now, and hopefully, Father Ong sees a drift back to: the
world of sound. In philosophy, we read, “ interest is veering
away from logic to dialogue, from thinking conceived as a
private, silent affair, to thinking seen in its full social and public
setting.” (Why, we must ask, should logic be held so private

11« A Dialectic of Aural and Objective Correlatives,” p. 180.

12 Ts Literacy Passé,” a guest editorial in the Saturday Review, November 28,
1959. Our return to pre-literacy is here held a very good thing indeed.
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and silent as all that? Or dialogue be considered so much more
“social and public ”?) The guest editorial-essay ends with the
thought that “ printing’s monopoly is broken.” For the tele-
phone, TV, our rapid transportation systems and the earth
satellites speaking to us in their “tiny beep-beeping voices ”
have all helped effect our return to a voice-and-ear era.

The qualifying behavioral difference which Father Ong arbi-
trarily sets up between speech and writing affects deplorably his
whole knowledge theory. In his Saturday Review piece as else-
where he declares dogmatically that now there is “ a growing
awareness that science itself at any moment is only arrested
dialogue.” In his special knowledge-and-communication theory
grammar is based on the written word, linguistics on the spoken
word; spoken language is an immediate response in time, but
writing is mediated and reduces “ the evanescence of sound in
time to relative permanence in space.” ** Thus it follows for
him that the spoken word is the word at first hand; the written,
only at second hand.

But verbal reference does not differ essentially in speech and
writing; in neither form are symbols constitutive of meanings.
In the Oxford essay cited above,* Father Ong tries to persuade
us that sounds qua sounds enter integrally into the meanings.
He refers to the ineluctable interiority of literature’s verbal
sounds, and makes a strong plea for knowledge and communica-
tion to be considered from the standpoint of hearing rather
than from that of sight which he relegates chiefly to science.
And here he makes an illogical cleavage not only in communi-
cation methods but in knowledge itself.,

Nevertheless, “ the oral-aural notion of knowledge ” instead
of what he calls “ the more visualist Hellenic notion ” remains
in Father Ong’s theory the only one for the critic no less than
for the artist. We read:

8 Ibid. Father Ong’s confusion is shared by almost all the writers on the semantic
problem. The complex of relationships existing between the word-and-idea, the
idea-and-thing, involves categories that are distinct and difficult to maintain in
abstraction from the knoweldge-situation which is formulated and communicated in
the language in question.

14« A Dialectic of Aural and Objective Correlatives.”
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Just as 2 poem or other work of art as word resists complete framing
as an “object” thought of as clearly and distinctly outlined in
space, so it resists complete framing in terms of types and genres.
For these represent an attempt to define, to delimit, to mark off,
and in this way conceal a visualist approach to knowledge, feeling,
and communication.'®

In this debasing of logic Father Ong is not alone, of course.
But his criticism of the doctrine of universals as exemplified
in the above quotation reveals something less than understand-
ing of the traditional “ Hellenic notion ” he decries. Neither
the Father of Logic nor any of his successors ever held that an
individual thing was completely framed in terms of types and
genres: quite the contrary. For the individual unit to exist at
all meant that it must exist as a universal and wvice versa.
(When Plotinus said regarding truth that each fragment of it
which is present as a unit lives as a universal, he followed the
original Greek conception of reality, culminating in Aristotle’s
metaphysical monism.) That it is impossible for truth to have
an antecedent framework has been the cry from Greek phi-
losophy onward. The that and the what, or the particular and
the universal, are always mutually transcendent; a developing
knowledge situation, though it may show them as reconstructed
in the reconstruction of each stage, shows them always—pre-
cisely as poetry represents them—as identical at each stage.
Of course it is true as Father Ong says in the Saturday Re-
view editorial referred to above, that written words seem to
have an essential space-order; spoken words, an essential time-
order. But the artificiality of such a division is shown by a
comparative study of the same thought in different languages.
We speak in English of a book lying on the table. The Germans
say das auf dem Tische liegende Buch or the on-the-table-lying
book. In either instance there is an all-at-onceness of knowl-
edge; and neither sense-avenue, whether that of hearing or sight,
fundamentally affects it, any more than the varying word-
orders in the examples above affect the way we know in English
and German. The logical process is above time and space as it

 Ibid., p. 176.
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is above language-forms, as the latter appear in the temporal-
spatial category of all sense-perception.

v

The cause of the present semantic difficulty is the lack of
recognition of the epistemological fact that the symbols must
be of ideas and objects at once. Our symbol-problem is itself
the inevitable result of Kant’s dichotomy of ideas and objects.
The answer to the problem may well lead the lost world of
philosophy back to the truth. Not only should it result in a
mortal blow to such absurd semantic notions as that of S. I.
Hayakawa *® that ““ Definitions, contrary to popular opinion,
tell us nothing about things,” but it should likewise put a stop
to the ultra-impressionism of our era. For our modern art is no
more and no less than the reflection of our subjectivist theories
in epistemology.

The wagers of the present war on words should, by their very
presuppositions that words are imperfect, non-precise com-
municables, maintain a Cratyluslike silence. This they refuse
to do, blithely ignoring the fact that their linguistic formula-
tions undercut their arguments throughout. The complex of
relationships referred to earlier as it exists between words and
ideas, ideas and things, involves, it is true, two sides of verbal
meaning which belong to two different, distinct categories. Yet
these categories are subsumable under one principle of lan-
guage function in communicating knowledge. That symbols
act as ideas (and then that the ideas, if valid, refer to both the
essence and the existence of the thing-referent) is actually a
rudimentary semantic axiom.

If the poet’s procedure—as he telescopes words, ideas and
things into the immediacy of existence they show in poetry—
is a valid one from the standpoint of art, it must also be a
valid one from the standpoint of the semanticist. His use of
sound is, to be sure, his way of revealing beauty in his own art
medium of language; it is comparable to the sculptor’s, the

** Language in Action (New York: Harcourt, Brace, 1946), p. 98.







































































































































































































































































































































































































































