What did River Forest Thomism stand for and
 what should we call it today?
Albertine-Thomistic Empiricism

What’s in a name?

River Forest Thomism was a movement that took shape in the late 1940‘s at the Dominican House of Studies in River Forest IL, a suburb of Chicago.   Although opposed by other Dominicans even within the River Forest faculty, it quickly found support not only among other Dominicans and men and women of of other orders but also among lay academics elsewhere in America. By autumn 1950, the movement had had attracted enough supporters to form the Albertus Magnus Lyceum to develop and promote it. The initiator and mentor of this movement was Fr.  William Humbert Kane, professor of metaphysics in the River Forest faculty. Central to his vision was the conviction that Thomas, like his mentor Albertus were convinced Aristotelian empiricists, whose central premise was that the immediate goal of human understanding is to intellectually apprehend and interpret the things of the natural world around us as they disclose themselves to us through our sensory perception of them; sensory perception is thus the basis of all human knowledge. The most important and prolific of the younger Dominicans whom Fr Kane inspired were Fr. Benedict M. Ashley, Fr. Raymond J. Nogar, and Fr. J. Athanatius Weisheipl, all of whom were or soon became professors at River Forest, and Fr. William A. Wallace of the Eastern Province, who studied in Fribourg in Switzerland and later taught in Washington D.C.

In Kane’s vision, the body of knowledge gained in this way is a science of nature / natural science essentially identical with the empirical physical, chemical, and biological sciences of our own day, the major difference being that the modern sciences use more refined techniques of observation, experimentation, and mathematical modeling than were available to the medieval scientists, and thus have advanced far beyond what the medieval scientists could have dreamed of. A minor difference, however, is that following Aristotle, the medieval natural scientists thought it necessary to preface the corpus of the individual natural sciences by a treatment of the scientific method in the form of a commentary on Aristotle’s Topics and Posterior Analytics and by a treatment of the basic ideas underlying all the natural sciences as set forth in Aristotle’s Physics. In the course of the 19th Century, the study of these preliminaries disappeared from the university curriculum for ongoing natural scientistsy, when the science faculties split off from the humanities. Thus, the study of these preliminaries came to be called a philosophy of science, whereas prior to this split, the terms “natural philosophy” and “natural science” were used interchangeably.  Now,  the term “philosophy of nature” is applied not only to the general study of the preliminaries to natural science but also to highly specialized discussions of epistemological or ontological issues raised in the course of the study of specific natural phenomena like gravitation, quantum mechanics, evolution etc. However, using the term “philosophy” in this second sense does not set up any opposition to the word “science”. for such discussions  are really integral parts of the natural sciences where they arise: they are topics that, for practical/didactic reasons, can be discussed parenthetically, as it were, at the appropriate places within these sciences  or that can be treated collectively in publications bearing the name “philosophy of science”. In short, in the River Forest view, there can be no fundamental opposition between science and philosophy; when such opposition appears to exist, either the science or the philosophy needs to be corrected. And this same principle applies not only in the natural sciences, but also to metaphysics, which studies fundamental questions of epistemology and ontology on the basis of the science of nature and likewise to the practical sciences of individual and social ethics, both of which rest on the human sciences.

Analogically, a contradiction between natural science and  the sacred theology, which depends on God’s biblical revelation and on the ongoing work of the Holy Spirit in the world and  in the Church –  what Thomas summarily called “sacra doctrina” – is likewise excluded.. Thomas conceived the sacra doctrina  as a participation in the knowledge of God himself and of the blessed in heaven, which we receive in faith: in short, it is the content of the revelation that is communicated through the “sacra scriptura”. Unlike our natural way of knowing, which proceeds from effect to cause, this revealed science proceeds from the divine cause to its effects in the  world as we sensually percieve it, using thereby human words analogously to express divine truths. In his tract on the knowledge of angels, Aquinas introduces a useful metaphor to descrbe these two ways óf knowing: the a priori knowledge of things in their divine cause he calls “scientia matutina; by contrast, the knowledge that proceeds a posteriori from perceived effects to their  ultimate source of being in God, he calls “scientia vespertina”.

It was James A Weisheipl who, more than any other River Forest professors, recognized the consequences of this understanding of theological science. For this reason, there was never a commonly held “River Forest Theology” to complement “River Forest philosophy”.. Because sacred theology uses language and concepts borrowed from the natural and human sciences, its ability to draw conclusions directly from revealed truths by deductive reasoning is strongly limited by the fact that these concepts are used analogously and thus remain to some extent always opaque, or as Thomas describes them “confused”. Unlike his Franciscan counterparts, Bonaventura and Scotus, Thomas taught that we do not have intuitively intelligible, clear and distinct ideas;, instead, when we wish to contemplate the content of our ideas, we can only do this by reflecting them back on our perceptual experience to order and illuminate the latter. Thus, what we gain through the “sacra doctrina” / “sacra scriptura” is first and foremost an expansion and enrichment of our perceptual experience: in the biblical text, “ hear” God speaking about himself, about his existence and triune nature, his operations. We“see” God at work in his creation and government of the world, in his dealings with mankind, in his dealings with his chosen people Israel, in his saving work as the Messiah, who was crucified and rose from the dead, and who continues to work in the new People of God through his Spirit, until he comes again in glory to judge all creation and re-establish God’s God’s rule over all things. we “hear”  God as he speaks to us not only through the Bible and the Church, but also in our minds and hearts, through his Holy Spirit. We “feel” his loving presence and provident guidance. We learn how he works in us through Law and Grace, how his Grace operates through supernatural virtues and gifts that define moral and immoral action and is channeled through sacraments as effective signs and instrumental causes. All this is knowable only in virtue of divine revelation. of what they signifyFor this reason, Weisheipl, following Aquinas, saw the primary task of the theologian to lie not in deducing new doctrines but rather in explaining Sacred Scripture; Aquinas wrote his Summa contra gentiles to aid missionaries in this task and his Summa theologiae to aid beginning students in this task. Like Aquinas’s Lombard commentary,  his university disputations, and his minor works, both of his summas  suppose familiarity with the teachings developed in Aquinas’s so-called “philosophical” works, though, here and there, they may correct or go beyond them in details. Nevertheless, like his mentor Albertus Magnus, Thomas knew full well how to distinguish between truths known by natural science and used to interpret the sacra doctrina and truths known only by the sacra doctrina. Consequently, both Albert and Thomas repeatedly warn against interpreting the sacra doctrina with the unscientific notions of Platonism as was often done by church fathers like St. Augustine and by their contemporary scholastic theologians who followed these fathers. In short, when theology and science appear to conflict, it is very likely that the theology is in the wrong, or at least not properly interpreted. 

Writing in 1991 in his contribution to the Weisheipl Festschrift, Benedict Ashley gave a summary of the Lyceum positions in the form of eight theses:[footnoteRef:2]  [2: 	 See Benedict Ashley,  „The River Forest School and the Philosophy of Nature Today“,  Philosophy and the God of Abraham: Essays in Memory of James A. Weisheipl O.P. ed. by R. James Long; (Papers in Medieval Studies 12; Toronto, Pontif. Inst. of Medieval Studies, 1991, pp.1-15] 

1) The first [thesis] is that the philosophy of Aquinas, as distinct from his theology, is best gathered not from the Summa theologiae (supplemented by the Commentary on the Sentences and the Summa contra gentiles, etc...., but from the commentaries on Aristotle, in which the philosophical disciplines are treated according to their own principles and methods via inventionis. 
2) The second thesis is that Aquinas ought to be interpreted as a convinced Aristotelian who vigorously opposes every tendency to Platonize in epistemology, and takes up the Platonic ideas of the Church Fathers only in so far as he can validate them in accordance with his Aristotelian epistemology.
3) The third thesis is that a correct interpretation of Aquinas‘s philosophy depends on a careful observance of his theory of the order of the sciences., i.e.:
· the liberal arts together with logic/dialectics and mathematics, in which the art of thinking is learned
· the science of nature – not just in the general philosophy of nature but also the diverse empirical natural sciences, in which the principles and conclusions of the general science of nature are fleshed out and contextualized to reveal their full scope and consequences
· the ethical sciences – general, individual, domestic, and social – which depend on detailed knowledge of the science of nature but also on the empirical social sciences, together with the arts and technology, which are equally based on the science of nature 
· last of all,  metaphysics, which presupposes all of the foregoing disciplines at the same time that it critically evaluates and grounds them. A metaphysics developed or taught without adequate background understanding of nature nd human ethics and art will necessarily be a dangerous abstraction conducive to unrealistic, deductive thinking and dogmatism at odds with reality.
4) The fourth thesis is that the many attempts (originating it would seem in the Scotist/Suaresian tradition.) to divide the natural sciences as empirical disciplines from philosophy as a „rational“ discipline cannot be admitted in authentic Thomism. 
5) The fifth thesis is that the key to reading Aristotle and Aquinas on natural science is a good understanding of the Organon and especially of the Posterior analytics, but that the methodology developed therein only becomes clear when one sees it applied to specific and concrete questions in Aristotle’s books on physics, cosmology, chemistry, meteorology, and biology/psychology and Aquinas’s commentaries on them .
6) The sixth thesis is that the strikingly apparent differences between natural science as it developed after Galileo and as Aquinas conceived it, are not due to any formal difference in the kind of knowledge gained in modern science, but are due instead to the confused self-understanding of modern science which resulted from its ideological history after Galileo and an equally confused self-understanding of late Scholasticism and modern Neoscholasticism, which sought to protect its “rational philosophy” by isolating it from questions raised by modern empirical science.. This confusion arose from a fundamental misunderstanding on both sides of Aristotle‘s science, which historically, in fact, as William Wallace has shown, provided Galileo, Harvey, and others with the basic methodological insights on which modern science was based.
7) The seventh thesis is that the natural science of Aristotle and Aquinas, no matter how obsolete in its details, still can provide modern science with the foundational analysis which can resolve the many paradoxes in which it now is bound up in intellectual incoherence and which have led to disastrous cultural and ethical results.
8) An eighth thesis is that this task of revising modern science on the basis of its original foundations cannot be evaded by a flight to metaphysics or theology. ... a return to the natural science of Aquinas as the foundation for a revision of the world-view of modern science opens the way also to a metaphysics which is not merely subjective but open to public dialogue, and to a theology of the same type.

To sum up, in contrast to the then prevailing thomistic schools:
· the classical Neobaroque, “Strict Observance” Thomism inspired by Reginald Garrigou-Lagrange,
· the Louvain Thomists Dèsire-Joseph Mercier and Fernand Renoir
· the existential Thomists Etienne Gilson and Jacques Maritain
· the Transcendental Thomists Joseph Marèchal, Karl Rahner and Bernard Lonergan
    	 (all of whom had considerable following in North America)
these River Forest Thomists insisted on the priority of the empirical scientific study of nature – not only a general philosophy of nature but also the diverse empirical sciences – as the only solid basis for both philosophical ethics and metaphysics and thus indirectly also for sacred theology. In contrast to other schools, they insisted that St. Thomas’s commentaries on Aristotle and not his theological works should be seen as the principal source for understanding his philosophy. To these, they added the works of Albertus Magnus, especially his works on the natural sciences. They were convinced that the basic insights of their physics and chemistry, cosmology, mineralogy, biology, and psychology could be extracted from their original context within a pre-modern worldview and, in this way, be made fruitful for a dialog with the modern empirical sciences of nature. This was the program of the Albertus Magnus Lyceum.

Unfortunately, for a variety of reasons, River Forest Thomism remained more a program than a fleshed out body of teachings. It never produced a comprehensive systematic presentation, but rather foumd expression in a myriad of  mostly historical or methodological studies or detailed discussions of  particular ontological or ethical problems. Most of these were articles or chapters in books and are now difficult to access. Of them, the writings of Fr. Wallace offer the most comprehensive view, and his work is now being continued by a Polish Dominican, Fr. Mariuz Tabaczek, who studied with him in Washington and now teaches at the Angelicum in Rome. But what is still missing is a detailed systematic cognitive psychology that takes account of the latest advances in neuro-biology, comparative research in primate cognition and communication, and the sociology of science. Until such a synopsis appears, River Forest Thomism has little chance of finding a hearing among practicing experimental scientists. 



The name “River Forest Thomism” is now hopelessly dated. The Dominican House of Studies in River Forest no longer exists. Its original representatives are all dead, and its successor, the Aquinas Institute now calls itself a school of theology, not of philosophy, and it has moved to St. Louis MO, where it operates in conjunction with the Jesuit University of St. Louis. Ashley suggested calling it simply “Aristotelian Thomism”, but this is a title which other brands of Thomism could also lay claim to and says little about the specific approach and methodology characteristic of it. Thus, on the basis of the title chosen for the Albertus Magnus Lyceum and the methodology outlined in Fr. Ashley’s theses and elaborated in the publications of Fr. Wallace, I would like to propose the title Albertine-Thomistic Empiricism. This title expresses its firm commitment to Aristotelian Empiricism while distinguishing it from Augustinian Platonism, Scotistic Intuitionism, amd the various forms of Nominalist Conceptualism, as well as from the later versions of British Emiricism. It also implies its openness to further development  in an ongoing dialog with contemporary empirical natural and human sciences.

Doctrinal Ideology or Critical Methodology

Within Sacred Theology, Aquinas had assigned two functions to philosophy: to explain and elucidate the Sacra Doctrina and to defend it against heretical interpretations from within and from specious arguments from without. From the 14th Century on, this second, apologetic function came more and more to the fore and led to a didactic shift from the question method used by Albert and Thomas to the thesis method used by the classical Thomistic commentators of the of the 16th to 17th Centuries and by the manualists of the 19th and 20th centuries. Accompanying this shift was a subtle shift in attitude from open-ended scientific inquiry to dogmatism. Papal recommendations enforced by sanctions imposed by the Holy Office had the effect of turning Thomism into a doctrinal ideology with which to defend the teachings and structures of Roman Catholicism against contemporary secular ideologies like Scientism, Humanism, Kantianism, Hegelianism, Marxism, and Darwinism, as well as against political movements like Anti- Authoritarianism, Liberalism, Socialism, and Communism thatt threatened the church’s hierarchical structure. Thus in Catholic higher education, it was deemed sufficient to indoctrinate young clergy and lay people, by causing them to learn the theses and arguments by hear, in the hope that they would, with time, proceed from an initially merely nominal to a real understanding of the definitions and arguments. Unfortunately, this hope was not realized in many of those who learned Thomism in this manner.

On the basis of my own experience in the crucial years before the Council closed, the American Catholic system collapsed so suddenly because it was totally unprepared for any kind of change whatsoever, having never really learned to think but only to obey. Seminary education had given priests no ability to distinguish between what was essential and unchangeable and what was incidental and changeable in the Church. This was due partly to the way church history was taught as the story of a uni-lineal progression from the church of St. Peter to the church of Pius XII in the course of which pluralism and diversity became increasingly reduced to unity and unity and uniformity. But more importantly, it was because the Thomism taught in the seminaries had by and large been taught as an ideology that took no account of historical changes in the past and offered no methodological tools and publically verifiable criteria for evaluating such changes. For the most part, this Thomism rested on uncritically accepted options and unverifiable intuitions. For Garrigou-Lagrange it was the option, born of his experience of the French 3rd Republic, to resist vigorously modernism in all its forms by asserting an intuitive metaphysics of essences. For Maritain and Gilson it was likewise an option to resist modernism, not in its political expressions, which unlike Garrigou-Lagrange, they accepted, but in its relativistic philosophical forms, and for them, the answer was likewise an appeal to intuition, in their case an intuitive metaphysics of existence, ultimately resting on Christian belief. In saying this, I do not by any means intend to denigrate the enormous creative achievements of any of these three thinkers or their imposing contributions both to Catholic intellectual life and to modern philosophy. All of them succeeded in winning over many converts to Catholicism, and Maritain and Gilson succeeded in making it academically respectable as a partner in contemporary secular discourse.

 But intuition can never serve as an adequate foundation for resolving questions in public discourse. In this respect, River Forest Thomism, by rooting modern world .metaphysics in the empirical science of nature, offered a much more promising, publicly verifiable foundation and methodology for an open and courageous Catholic dialog with the thinkers of different persuasions. Thus,  in my opinion, the future of Albertine-Thomistic Empiricism does not lie in treating it primarily as a doctrine, however useful it may be to draw up summary lists of its principal tenets. For me it remains first of all a “critical” methodology, and it is only in virtue of this methodology that the doctrine(s) can stand on their own in a secular discourse, without requiring the support of an extraneous authority, be it academic or ecclesiastical.

Without the methodology, the doctrine of Aristotelian Thomism becomes an ideology, an instrument serving other interests than the search for truth. As an ideology, it can undoubtedly serve as a powerful instrument to erect and shore up a restored Catholic ghetto, if the present day neo-conservatives and traditionalists succeed in their efforts to expunge, suppress or marginalize the voices of dissent that in their eyes are only confusing the faithful and undermining authority. But for the same sociological reasons that I described above as explaining the collapse of the pre-Vatican II Catholic fortress-ghetto, such a restoration will never recover the broad popular support that pre-Vatican II Catholicism enjoyed and it is likely to break asunder much more quickly, as its supporters increasingly drift into sectarian quarreling which proves irreconcilable because they have no publicly verifiable methodological criteria for discriminating between truth and error, certain and probable, changeable and unchangeable. An Albertine-Thomistic empiricism offers the needed methodological criteria to prevent it being used as an ideology, and thus I am convinced that it has a more enduring future than any particular brand of Thomist doctrine, however much such a version may be enforced by institutional sanctions.

1) It is critical. in the sense that it supports open-end investigation, taking into account, but not being intimidated by objections based on bottom-line evaluations and slippery-slope argumentaton. It s not afraid to pose questions that do not find immediate answers or to patiently pursue lines of investigation which could lead to results contrary to prevailing academic, social, or ecclesiastical opinion. To use Fr. de Vaux’s metaphor, a conflict with current Catholic teaching is a warning signal to proceed carefully; it is not a red-light calling for a full stop or a dead-end sign forcing one to reverse his tracks. Carefully pursuing such investigations despite of but also in virtue of the warning is the only way to achieve a deeper appreciation of the truth by making more precise distinctions with regard to both the results of the investigation and the official teaching thex seem to oppose. to follow lines of argument that do not immediately seem to lead to the desired result.
2)  It is critical  because it sets forth a methodology by which answers to such questions can be constructed on the basis of publically accessible empirical evidence, in terms of which these answers must  be verified, falsified or modified in the course of a public discourse.
3) It is self-critical in the sense that it makes strenuous efforts to uncover and critically evaluate its own unconscious presuppositions, prejudices based on personal biographical experiences and cultural conditioning, perceptual and conceptual perspectivism, subtle research-channeling emotional motives and group-specific interests.
4) It is critical in the sense that it deliberately withholds judging the motives of its opponents, assuming their good faith and intelligence until serious reasons emerge to the contrary. Thus it  recognizes that to communicate a conviction to those of a different perceptual point of view and conceptual mind-set, one must first attempt to understand that point of view and mind-set from within, since this is the necessary pre-requisite for leading one’s partner dialectically to see things differently.
5) It is critical in the sense that it does not call for blind faith, where insight is required, nor blind obedience, where intelligent application is called for.
6) It is critical in the sense that it recognizes that propositions cannot simply be taken at face valwu without relating them to the perceptions they are meant to illuminate. To do so yields verbal  but not real understanding. But the perceptions to which propositions refer must be reconstructed by historical-critical analysis. This means that traditional questions and answers must first be understood in their historical perceptual context before they can be intelligently transposed into the context of today. But even contemporary statements can only be understood properly when their perceptual context is reconstructed by methods akin to those used in the historical-critical analysis of older texts.
7) It is critical in the sense that it recognizes that even when the traditionally posed questions and the answers proposed are denotatively correct and true, they often have false connotations, at least with respect to a particular audience in the past or the present. Thus to grasp their truth, it is necessary to identify and remove these false connotations by carefully making appropriate distinctions and, on occasion, substituting a more adequate and less misleading formulation.
8) It is also critical in the sense that it distinguishes between knowing truly and knowing certainly and recognizes that a true statement can enjoy various degrees of certainty ranging from mere possibility, through greater or lesser probability, to stronger and weaker certitude:
a) Strictly speaking, absolute certitude is possible only in mathematics and logic, because both abstract from the complex and changeable material components of sensible natural things and thus are able to construct clear and distinct concepts which we can combine to form apriori deductions of conclusions.
b) In the so-called mixed sciences, which use mathematical concepts to model and explain  natural phenomena, the degree of certitude actually attained depends upon the accuracy of the underlying observations of the natural phenomenon to be explained. Thus the most commonly used form of such reasoning today is the hypothetical-deductive argument.   commonest  
c)  Regarding sensible natural things, we can have at best only “natural certitude” (ut in pluribus) since there can be exceptions explainable by chance interference of contrary lines of causality. Unlike our mathematical and logical ideas, our ideas of natural things are neither intuitive nor clear and distinct; they are known by induction, which may subsequently prove incomplete. Furthermore,  due to the element of potentiality in the sensible things they refer to, our ideas of natural things inevitably contain a certain degree of obscurity and confusion that cannot normally be eliminated by pure intellectual inspection and linguistic analysis; instead, they require ongoing methodological reflection on the results of continuing,  increasingly refined and inclusive perceptual observation. 
d) As to metaphysics, we attain certitude only within the limits posed by analogical conception and predication based on knowledge of sensual natural realities. Metaphysical concepts are never clear and distinct, because every analogy includes an element of negation and super-eminence that sets limits to what is positively affirmed and makes clear that the aspects of the object under consideration which lie beyond these limits are not directly conceivable. 
In terms of these distinctions, it attempts to evaluate differentially the qualitative status of what it knows. While insisting on the truth value of what is known in verisimilar probable judgments, or in naturally certain judgments, or in relationally certain analogical predications, it simultaneously insists on the need for on-going investigation involving both linguistic analysis and improved perceptual observation to clarify the concepts involved by clarifying the relationships between their elements and aspects.
9) To sum up, it is critical in the sense that it distinguishes what is unchangeable from what is changeable but need not be changed and both of these from what, on the basis of improved understanding and clearer appreciation of end-means relationships,  more or less urgently needs to be changed.

Many of those who are now turning to River Forest or Aristotelian Thomism see it as a wayr to shore up or restore a counter-cultural, encapsulated and intellectually fortified Catholic milieu. They will obviously have trouble accepting many or all of these “critical” principles. I do not intend to challenge their right to call themselves “River Forest” or “Aristotelian Thomists”, when they accept basic tenets of its philosophical approach like the commitment to a realistic science of nature and the foundation of metaphysics in such a natural science/philosophy. To distinguish my own interpretation from theirs, I have thus chosen the name “Albertin-Thomistic Empiricism” in order to call attention to what I understand to be the original intention of the River Forest School as it developed prior to Vatican II, before that school lost its institutional anchor as a separate division of the Aquinas Institute and before its members became dispersed, with many leaving the Order or going off in other intellectual or apostolic directions and others becoming frightened and losing their nerve in the wake of the post-Vatican II  turmoil.

As I indicated above, I have long hesitated about using the term “critical” to qualify this brand of Aristotelian Thomism and still have reservations about doing so. I hope that it is clear from what I have said above, that I am talking about constructive criticism in the interest of truth and social and ecclesiastical harmony and dynamic flexibility. In no way do I mean to justify destructive criticism based on egoistic motives, post-pubertarial  rebelliousness, or anarchistic hostility to institutional authority in every form. For me, “criticism” and  “critical attitude” do not constitute values or ends in themselves, but are legitimate only in the service of higher ends. Thus, to the extent that this is compatible with Christian charity, I detest and repudiate the support of all those who indulge in destructive criticism for its own sake. Even if they only give the appearance of doing so, because they make imprudent use of a vocabulary and argumentation which is incomprehensible to their conservative opponents, I accuse them of discrediting the very positions which they may have good reasons to advocate; they frighten off potential allies, who are less obstreperous and emboldened than they, and they galvanize radical, and even violent opposition on the part of those who do not share their views. 




As I noted above especially in the discussion of the epistemology of Humbert Kane, River Forest Thomism was a critical project, though quite different from the sense of the term “Critical Thomism” appropriated by Lonergan for school of Transcendental Thomism. For this reason, following a suggestion of John Deely, I prefer to speak of “Post-critical Aristotelian Thomism”, though there are important differences between the River Forest tradition and Deely’s  position, which developed out of the River Forest program in the early 60’s- Unfortunately, the critical Aristotelian Thomism of the River Forest School found little hearing back in the 50’s and 60’s when it was first proposed.  Some of the reasons for this I have explained in the first part of this essay. Now, in the turmoil occasioned but not caused by  Vatican II, I am deeply concerned  to see the Aristotelian Thomism of the River Forest School being taken up particularly by people who look to it as a weapon and tool to restore what they romantically imagine to be the intellectual coherence, luminosity, and strict demarcation against inner and outward opponents of pre-Vatican II Catholicism. Although I can well understand their motives, since by temperament and education I am sympathetic to traditional values and allergic to all forms of mindless, enthusiastic liberalism, progressivism, and relativism, I believe that these “false friends” have profoundly misunderstood the original intentions of River Forest Thomism, by failing to recognize that parallel to its system-supporting, anti-critical aspects, to which I am personally committed to this day, it also had then and has now a critical thrust which it is all the more important to recognize and implement now in order to bring the Catholic Church out of its present predicament.

In describing my own experience of River Forest Thomism, I have tried to call attention to this critical aspect at the same time that I acknowledge and affirm its anti-critical thrust. It was and must remain anti-critical in rejecting all criticism for its own sake, all change merely to keep “up-to-date”, and all blanket or arbitrarily selective reception of tradition. In its original form, River Forest-Thomism provides no support for  anti-institutional, anti-traditional or anti-authoritarian attitudes. But at the same time, the River Forest Thomism to which I became a convert in the course of my studies at the Dominican House of Studies at River Forest and to which I am firmly committee to this day was and is profoundly critical in numerous ways:



10) It is critical. in the sense that it supports open-end investigation, taking into account, but not being intimidated by objections based on bottom-line evaluations and slippery-slope argumentaton. It s not afraid to pose questions that do not find immediate answers or to patiently pursue lines of investigation which could lead to results contrary to prevailing academic, social, or ecclesiastical opinion. To use Fr. de Vaux’s metaphor, a conflict with current Catholic teaching is a warning signal to proceed carefully; it is not a red-light calling for a full stop or a dead-end sign forcing one to reverse his tracks. Carefully pursuing such investigations despite of but also in virtue of the warning is the only way to achieve a deeper appreciation of the truth by making more precise distinctions with regard to both the results of the investigation and the official teaching thex seem to oppose. to follow lines of argument that do not immediately seem to lead to the desired result.
11)  It is critical  because it sets forth a methodology by which answers to such questions can be constructed on the basis of publically accessible empirical evidence, in terms of which these answers must  be verified, falsified or modified in the course of a public discourse.
12) It is self-critical in the sense that it makes strenuous efforts to uncover and critically evaluate its own unconscious presuppositions, prejudices based on personal biographical experiences and cultural conditioning, perceptual and conceptual perspectivism, subtle research-channeling emotional motives and group-specific interests.
13) It is critical in the sense that it deliberately withholds judging the motives of its opponents, assuming their good faith and intelligence until serious reasons emerge to the contrary. Thus it  recognizes that to communicate a conviction to those of a different perceptual point of view and conceptual mind-set, one must first attempt to understand that point of view and mind-set from within, since this is the necessary pre-requisite for leading one’s partner dialectically to see things differently.
14) It is critical in the sense that it does not call for blind faith, where insight is required, nor blind obedience, where intelligent application is called for.
15) It is critical in the sense that it recognizes that propositions cannot simply be taken at face value without relating them to the perceptions they are meant to illuminate. To do so yields verbal  but not real understanding. But the perceptions to which propositions refer must be reconstructed by historical-critical analysis. This means that traditional questions and answers must first be understood in their historical perceptual context before they can be intelligently transposed into the context of today. But even contemporary statements can only be understood properly when their perceptual context is reconstructed by methods akin to those used in the historical-critical analysis of older texts.
16) It is critical in the sense that it recognizes that even when the traditionally posed questions and the answers proposed are denotatively correct and true, they often have false connotations, at least with respect to a particular audience in the past or the present. Thus to grasp their truth, it is necessary to identify and remove these false connotations by carefully making appropriate distinctions and, on occasion, substituting a more adequate and less misleading formulation.
17) It is also critical in the sense that it distinguishes between knowing truly and knowing certainly and recognizes that a true statement can enjoy various degrees of certainty ranging from mere possibility, through greater or lesser probability, to stronger and weaker certitude:
e) Strictly speaking, absolute certitude is possible only in mathematics and logic, because both abstract from the complex and changeable material components of sensible natural things and thus are able to construct clear and distinct concepts which we can combine to form apriori deductions of conclusions.
f) In the so-called mixed sciences, which use mathematical concepts to model and explain  natural phenomena, the degree of certitude actually attained depends upon the accuracy of the underlying observations of the natural phenomenon to be explained. Thus the most commonly used form of such reasoning today is the hypothetical-deductive argument.   commonest  
g)  Regarding sensible natural things, we can have at best only “natural certitude” (ut in pluribus) since there can be exceptions explainable by chance interference of contrary lines of causality. Unlike our mathematical and logical ideas, our ideas of natural things are neither intuitive nor clear and distinct; they are known by induction, which may subsequently prove incomplete. Furthermore,  due to the element of potentiality in the sensible things they refer to, our ideas of natural things inevitably contain a certain degree of obscurity and confusion that cannot normally be eliminated by pure intellectual inspection and linguistic analysis; instead, they require ongoing methodological reflection on the results of continuing,  increasingly refined and inclusive perceptual observation. 
h) As to metaphysics, we attain certitude only within the limits posed by analogical conception and predication based on knowledge of sensual natural realities. Metaphysical concepts are never clear and distinct, because every analogy includes an element of negation and super-eminence that sets limits to what is positively affirmed and makes clear that the aspects of the object under consideration which lie beyond these limits are not directly conceivable. 
In terms of these distinctions, it attempts to evaluate deferentially the qualitative status of what it knows. While insisting on the truth value of what is known in verisimilar-probable judgments, or in naturally certain judgments, or in relationally certain analogical predications, it simultaneously insists on the need for on-going investigation involving both linguistic analysis and improved perceptual observation to clarify the concepts involved by clarifying the relationships between their elements and aspects.
18) To sum up, it is critical in the sense that it distinguishes what is unchangeable from what is changeable but need not be changed and both of these from what, on the basis of improved understanding and clearer appreciation of end-means relationships,  more or less urgently needs to be changed.



Most of those who are now turning to River Forest or Aristotelian Thomism in order to shore up or restore a counter-cultural, encapsulated and intellectually fortified Catholic milieu  will have trouble accepting many or all of these “critical” principles. I do not intend to challenge their right to call themselves “River Forest” or “Aristotelian Thomists”, when they accept basic tenets of its philosophical approach like the commitment to a realistic science of nature and the foundation of metaphysics in such a natural science/philosophy. To distinguish my own interpretation from theirs, however, I need some sort of a qualifying label, and despite my strong reservations about the use of the term which I will treat below, I have found no better qualifier than the adjective “critical”, which in the title of this paper I have added  to the name “Aristotelian Thomism”,  in order to specify what I understand to be the original intention of the River Forest School as it developed prior to Vatican II, before that school lost its institutional anchor as a separate division of the Aquinas Institute and before its members became dispersed, with many leaving the Order or going off in other intellectual or apostolic directions and others becoming frightened and losing their nerve in the wake of the post-Vatican II  turmoil.

As I indicated above, I have long hesitated about using the term “critical” to qualify this brand of Aristotelian Thomism and still have reservations about doing so. I hope that it is clear from what I have said above, that I am talking about constructive criticism in the interest of truth and social and ecclesiastical harmony and dynamic flexibility. In no way do I mean to justify destructive criticism based on egoistic motives, post-pubertarial  rebelliousness, or anarchistic hostility to institutional authority in every form. For me, “criticism” and  “critical attitude” do not constitute values or ends in themselves, but are legitimate only in the service of higher ends. Thus, to the extent that this is compatible with Christian charity, I detest and repudiate the support of all those who indulge in destructive criticism for its own sake. Even if they only give the appearance of doing so, because they make imprudent use of a vocabulary and argumentation which is incomprehensible to their conservative opponents, I accuse them of discrediting the very positions which they may have good reasons to advocate; they frighten off potential allies, who are less obstreperous and emboldened than they, and they galvanize radical, and even violent opposition on the part of those who do not share their views. 
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