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his paper considers Alasdair MacIntyre’s explication of three

rival versions of moral inquiry—encyclopedia, genealogy, and
tradition—as a framework for thinking about the modern Catholic
university. In applying Maclntyre’s analysis to the contemporary
situation, the paper argues that “tradition hires” rather than “mis-
sion hires” are required to maintain the identity of an authentically
Catholic university. At the same time, the paper contends that those
faculty who practice moral inquiry in the mode of encyclopedia or
genealogy nonetheless contribute to a thriving university. Finally,
the paper draws on the theologian Yves Congar to argue that a plu-
rality of traditions exist within the Catholic intellectual tradition.

In his Gifford Lectures delivered in 1988 and published as
Three Rival Versions of Moral Enquiry in 1990, Alasdair Maclntyre
outlines three distinctive approaches to moral philosophy: encyclo-
pedia, genealogy, and tradition. He argues for the superiority of
tradition against its two rivals. It is interesting that he concludes his
lectures with a chapter titled “Reconceiving the University as an
Institution and the Lecture as a Genre.” Following the publication
of Three Rival Versions, Maclntyre’s thinking about tradition
continued to be linked with considerations about the university,
and in 2009 he published another book, God, Philosophy,

*T am indebted to Dr. Randall B. Smith who read an earlier version of this paper and offered
very helpful suggestions. I thank also my reviewers whose comments vastly improved this paper.
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Universities: A Selective History of the Catholic Philosophical
Tradition. Maclntyre’s thinking on the concept of tradition as it
pertains to the university continues to be essential today, especially
in considering the challenges facing Catholic higher education. In
fact, given MacIntyres stature as a Catholic philosopher, it is
surprising that his prescriptions for the university have not been
more systematically utilized in contemporary discussions about
Catholic education. The present paper is an attempt to begin
remedying this omission by drawing from Maclntyre’s thought on
tradition as it pertains to the university and applying it to the
contemporary Catholic university. But rather than merely summa-
rizing MacIntyre’s thought, I also make some claims of my own
pertinent to recent debates on Catholic higher education.
Specifically, in addition to sketching a tradition-based justification
for a Catholic university, I advance three claims: (1) “mission
hiring” must be supplemented by “tradition hiring” if a Catholic
university is to maintain its proper aims, (2) the faculty who teach
in the modes of “encyclopedia™ and “genealogy” are necessary for
an integral university in MacIntyre’s thinking, and (3) MacIntyre’s
philosophical method needs be supplemented by theology—in this
case, the theology of Yves Congar, O.P.—in order to give the fullest
articulation of the meaning of tradition.

The Importance of the Question of Tradition
MaclIntyre’s consideration of tradition as a form of moral inquiry
began, as he explains, through his own experience with the univer-
sity. He writes that “Collingwood, Aquinas, Engels, Kierkegaard,
Sartre, and Ayer—let alone Plato, Aristotle, and Lucretius—not
only made rival claims, but rival claims about how one should go
about deciding between their rival claims. So what was I to do? I
would have to find some way of studying philosophy systematically,
if T was to situate myself as a rational agent in the moral, political,
religious, and scientific conflicts of my time.”

Indeed, such is the problem for countless students today. Even
where Catholic universities continue to teach “great texts” and

expose students to the history of Western thought, it is not always



ALASDAIR MACINTYRE, THE CONCEPT OF TRADITION 3

clear how those students should adjudicate between competing
claims. Oftentimes, universities claim that their liberal arts core
curricula teach students how to think, but in fact they merely
expose students to a variety of competing ideas without forming
students who can make judgments about those ideas.®

This problem raises the question, What is the “universal” that
constitutes the unifying principle of the “university”? Here, I use
the word universal to mean “exemplary” and “paradigmatic.” It
should not be confused with mere abstraction. Concretely, I am
asking, What is the specific good or end that is pursued by universi-
ties and university education? Some thinkers claim that “no general
doctrine of universities is possible.” Others, holding to a more
libertarian argument about the best means for advancing knowl-
edge, seem to uphold academic freedom as the fundamental prin-
ciple of the university.” While these views are widespread, the
implications of adhering to them are perhaps not fully appreciated.
Adhering to the former means jettisoning the very concept of a
university as a institution whereby one ought to discover a coherent
philosophical outlook. Adherence to the latter may lead one to
respect the importance of freedom in research and teaching, but it
still does not equip one to adjudicate between competing claims on
reality. If our thinking about the university no longer concerns
“universals,” or telé, should we be surprised by the latest Gallup
polls suggesting all-time low confidence in the institution?® Should
we be surprised that the humanities are dying after so many have
proclaimed that they have no universal truths to offer?”

Maclntyre argues, by contrast, that education at the university
needs be understood within a coherent framework. In the end,
MaclIntyre’s inquiry is about the nature of philosophical investiga-
tion itself. MacIntyre cites Plato to argue that philosophy can begin
only when it is preceded by a set of agreed-upon principles: “What
emerged from Socrates” confrontation with Callicles in the Gorgias
was that it is a precondition of engaging in rational enquiry through
the method of dialectic that one should already possess and recog-
nize certain moral virtues without which the cooperative progress
of dialectic will be impossible.”
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I mention both principles and virtues, for both are necessary
for the beginning of fruitful discourse. On the level of principle,
Josef Pieper, like MacIntyre, points out the necessity of tradita for
any kind of coherent philosophical thinking and shows that this
understanding reaches back to antiquity.’ In a more recent text,
Alan Jacobs extols the importance of “like-heartedness” for enrich-

ing discourse.'”

It is necessary, Jacobs claims, for would-be inter-
locutors to share habits of openness and listening. In other words,
a necessary virtue for philosophical inquiry is the mutual love and
pursuit of truth. The way Maclntyre understands principles and
moral virtues is as the foundation of an intellectual tradition. At any
rate, before we consider the application of Maclntyre’s thinking
about tradition to the contemporary Catholic university, we have to
briefly explicate his view of tradition alongside the rival modes of

encyclopedia and genealogy.

Three Rival Versions of Moral Inquiry

In Three Rival Versions, MacIntyre first describes an encyclopedic
learning approach by situating the Gifford Lectures within Adam
Gifford’s historical project. Gifford willed that those who would give
the lectures should “treat their subject as a strictly natural science.”!
Maclntyre explains that Gifford was a proponent of a mode of
inquiry that extolled the universality of reason, the inevitable
progress of reason in revealing the truth about the world, and the
applicability of scientific methodology to discern truths in inquiries,
both natural and human. MacIntyre writes of Gifford and those of
his generation, “They assumed the assent of all educated persons to
a single substantive conception of rationality. . . . They understood
the outcome of allegiance to the standards and methods of such a
rationality to be the elaboration of a comprehensive, rationally
incontestable scientific understanding of the whole, in which the
architectonic of the sciences matched that of the cosmos.”?

The encyclopediast holds that reason and scientific method can
definitively separate opinion from knowledge in a universally
accessible way. No one in the contemporary academy however,
claims MacIntyre, holds to the encyclopedic mode. Yet, there are



ALASDAIR MACINTYRE, THE CONCEPT OF TRADITION 5

still three remnants of this mode present in the contemporary
academy. These modes need not be mutually exclusive. The first
consists of that person who believes that “every rationally defensi-
ble standpoint can engage with every other, the belief that, what-
ever may be thought about incommensurability in theory, in
academic practice, it can safely be neglected.”® Thus, the person
who holds to a libertarian view of academic freedom falls into a
modern version of this mode.

A second heir to the encyclopedic mode of inquiry is the
person who thinks her mode of study is comprehensive or defini-
tive of the whole. In contemporary times, this attitude is often
reflected in the work of social scientists who are convinced that
their science removes the need for political deliberation and
prudence. One might even define such application of social scien-
tific inquiry as a kind of “technical tyranny.”*

Finally, yet another heir to this mode of inquiry in the contem-
porary university is that understanding which simply dismisses
those “nonscientific subjects” as incapable of producing any real
knowledge distinct from opinion or ideology. Hence, an example is
the widespread belief that only STEM fields produce true knowl-
edge as a partial explanation for the precipitous decline of the
humanities.

While the encyclopedic as a mode of inquiry seeks to employ
reason and scientific method to uncover universal truths, genealogy
as a mode of inquiry seeks to disabuse the notion that reason
advances knowledge in any way or that it can even come to know
any truths-as-such. Maclntyre, holding up Nietzsche as paradigm
for the genealogical mode, writes, “Nietzsche, as a genealogist,
takes there to be a multiplicity of perspectives within each of which
truth-from-a-point-of-view may be asserted, but no truth-as-such,
and empty notion, about the world, an equally empty notion.”'s
This mode of inquiry is very much alive and well in the contempo-
rary university. This mode often highlights the historical equation
of truth with power and decries the abuses borne from such alleg-
edly rational structures. Such a mode militates against any concep-
tion of rational progress as well as any type of canon or authority in
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the presentation of texts. MacIntyre writes that in this view,
“[reason] is the unwitting representative of particular interests,
masking their drive to power by its false pretensions to neutrality
and disinterestedness.”®

Finally, we come to MacIntyre’s concept of tradition, the third
mode of inquiry. As mentioned at the outset, MacIntyre’s concern
is with how to adjudicate between competing claims or ideas. He
concludes that such adjudication of competing claims can occur
only within the context of a tradition. Encyclopedia holds that
reason is universally accessible, binding, and objective. Genealogy
holds that reason is merely a mask for power and control. MacIntyre
writes, “What this alternative conceals from view is a third possibil-
ity, the possibility that reason can only move towards being genu-
inely universal and impersonal insofar as it is neither neutral nor
disinterested, that membership in a particular type of moral
community, one from which fundamental dissent has to be
excluded, is a condition for genuinely rational enquiry and more
especially for moral and theological enquiry.”!” Tradition is a
reasoned inquiry that takes place within a moral community.

Here, MacIntyre continues the work of his seminal text After
Virtue. There, he writes that we “cannot . . . characterize [human]
intentions independently of the settings which make those inten-
tions intelligible both to agents themselves and to others.”® For
Maclntyre, tradition is a “historically extended, socially embodied
argument” about what constitutes the good life.'® This argument is
always embedded in communities or institutions that adhere to a
common set of practices; apart from this embeddedness, actions
are unintelligible. Yet, it is not only the embeddedness that makes
action or inquiry intelligible but also the fact that it is oriented
toward a particular telos or end. We can measure the ultimate
rationality of particular moral claims only insofar as they help
persons to achieve goods constitutive of a good life as articulated
by the moral community to which they belong. The explanation not
only sets the foundation for evaluating moral claims but also offers
the reason for the state of contemporary moral discourse. It is not
simply that members of society cannot adjudicate between
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competing moral claims; shorn of a tradition within which those
moral claims become intelligible, contemporary moral discourse is
really nothing more than an expression of individual preferences.

The tradition that MacIntyre describes in Three Rival Versions
is theistic. He writes of the theism of Thomas Aquinas and the
Catholic tradition more broadly that “[f]or such theism has as its
core the view that the world is what it is independently of human
thinking and judging and desiring and willing. There is a single true
view of the world and of its ordering, and for human judgments to
be true and for human desiring and willing to be aimed at what is
genuinely good they must be in conformity with that divinely
created order.”? Catholics belong to a tradition. They are members
of a moral community that possesses a set of practices ordered
toward living well and offering fitting worship to God engaged in a
historically extended argument about the good life that conforms
to the divinely created order.

How, then, does this concept of tradition relate to an under-
standing of the university? MacIntyre follows John Henry Newman,
who argued in The Idea of a University that all the disciplines at a
university must be ordered toward understanding that divinely
created order upheld by the tradition: “What educates is knowl-
edge of several disciplines, such that one comes to understand both
the indispensability of each for an overall understanding of the
order of things and the limitations of each. The superficial general-
ist is as much the product of a defective education as the narrow
specialist.”! Each discipline contributes to a knowledge of the
order of things, but each is also limited in its own way. These limita-
tions necessitate knowledge of more than one discipline.

But what is also essential to this view is that theology is treated
as the “key discipline,” for according to MacIntyre, “unless theol-
ogy is given its due place in the curriculum, the relationships
between disciplines will be distorted and misunderstood.” The
reason for this is that the object of study of theology is God, the
creator of that order which tradition studies. Theology is the disci-
pline that most clearly sees the relationships of the other disci-
plines to one another and toward the ultimate object of its own
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study and thus of their relationships toward reality itself. It is only
within this context that we can understand the meaningful kinds of
questions that can and should be asked in the contemporary curric-
ulum. According to MacIntyre, “The crucial questions are: In what
then does the unity of a human being consist? And what is it about
human beings that enables them to ask this question about them-
selves?” He goes on to say, “But these are questions, in Newman’s
idiom ‘philosophical questions,” which can only be asked by
students who have a more than superficial grasp both of the rele-
vant disciplines and of how they relate to each other.”*

It should be noted that in making these claims, both MacIntyre
and Newman were not arguing on behalf of Catholic universities
alone but universities in general. Both men offer further argu-
ments for why universities as such require theology in the curricu-
lum, but here is not the place to summarize those arguments.
Rather, this paper specifically focuses on the contemporary
Catholic university. Catholicism recognizes the need for a disci-
pline beyond philosophy because it recognizes the existence of
Divine Revelation, which informs and supplements human knowl-
edge.?* Given this sketch of the concept of tradition and its rela-
tionship to the university, it is now possible to consider specific
prescriptions relevant to the contemporary Catholic situation.

On the Insufficiency of Mission Hiring
It is important to note that presently there is no univocal under-
standing of mission hiring, given the great number of Catholic
colleges and universities and the different perspectives and visions
of the Catholics who seek to build them up and preserve them.
Recent reflections in Commonweal reflect this plurality of views.
The reflections begin with John Garvey and Mark W. Roche offering
their respective takes on “What Makes a University Catholic?”
Garvey, following Ex Corde Ecclesiae, argues for a preponderance
of Catholic scholars at a Catholic university and shows how such a
preponderance of Catholic voices does not violate academic free-
dom, while Roche advises how to create a university culture such
that exemplary “mission hires” can be recruited to the university.?



ALASDAIR MACINTYRE, THE CONCEPT OF TRADITION 9

David O'Brien quickly entered the fray, arguing that given the
varied views of so many different Catholics, merely hiring good
numbers of self-identified Catholics does not answer the question of
what mission it is that they are hired to support.?® Joshua Hochschild
finally sought to further clarify and “demystify” what is called hiring
for mission by offering his readers specific questions he would ask a
potential hire. Some of these questions deal with how the candidate
engages the tradition of Catholic thought and how the candidate
views the relationship between Catholicism and the intellectual
mission of the university.>” These questions are meant to show that
the potential candidate has a personal investment in the Catholic
intellectual tradition rather than simply identifying as a Catholic. All
these reflections make important contributions to understanding
mission hiring, and Hochschild’s piece, in particular, begins to show-
case the kind of approach one would take after a friendly appropria-
tion of Maclntyre’s thought. It is my goal in this section to use
MacIntyre to stake out a more defined intellectual claim with regard
to Catholic hiring by distinguishing between a “mission hire” and a
“tradition hire” and showing how the former bereft of the latter is
unable to sustain an authentically Catholic university.

Broadly speaking, a mission hire constitutes a hire who demon-
strates concrete support through the individuals professional
activities for the mission statement of the university. At those
Catholic universities that fully embrace their mission, the mission
statement will declare commitment to the Catholic identity of the
school as well as to an intellectual formation in the liberal arts. As
a rule, Catholic universities require faculty who are committed to
Catholic identity and liberal arts education. But given MacIntyre’s
analysis of the three modes of moral inquiry, we cannot presume
such hiring to be sufficient. A Catholic university committed to
mission hiring will ensure hires who demonstrate commitment to
the ideals of the institution, but such hires do not necessarily guar-
antee the coherent Catholic education promised through the mode
of what Maclntyre calls tradition.

Consider two different kinds of mission hires: The first is a
philosophy professor who belongs to a non-Catholic Christian
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denomination and is committed both to the religious and liberal
arts mission of the university but understands the work in his field
as completely autonomous from any considerations of faith or
theology. The second is a STEM professor who is a devoted and
practicing Catholic and is open about her faith but is not conversant
with the Catholic intellectual tradition as it pertains to her field.
Both kinds of hires are absolutely essential to the Catholic univer-
sity and contribute much to their institutions and to their students.
They constitute mission hires. But if the telos of the Catholic
university is to allow students to ask questions about the unity of the
human being and to present them with a compelling vision of the
whole of reality as understood by the Catholic tradition, then it is
essential that the university also intentionally hire faculty conver-
sant with that tradition, who understand the relationships of the
disciplines to each other and to the cornerstone discipline of theol-
ogy. These two potential hires do not constitute tradition hires.

Consider another way of looking at the distinction between
mission and tradition hiring. It is entirely possible to conceive of a
scenario where students major in a field like psychology or political
science where they are educated by professors who demonstrate a
commitment to the mission of the university, but these students do
not take a course that considers the best findings of contemporary
psychology in light of Catholic theological anthropology or one in
Catholic political thought. So too, it is entirely possible for one to
receive a stellar physics education from mission hires without
considering how physics as a discipline provides an important part of
the whole of reality that is integrally described by theology. Tradition
hires ensure that Catholic university students not only receive an
education that is committed to the liberal arts and to religious faith
but also receive an education in that tradition which offers a compel-
ling view of the whole, one that enables students to see themselves
most clearly in relation to God and to other human beings.

To be clear, I have nothing but praise and admiration for the
many mission hires that keep Catholic universities vibrant and
alive. The distinction in this section simply aims to make the point
that if Catholic universities are to offer contemporary students and



ALASDAIR MACINTYRE, THE CONCEPT OF TRADITION 11

their faculty a real alternative to the great mass of ideas and argu-
ments that confront them—if they are to offer them a real means
by which they can exercise judgment between competing claims—
then they will have to hire faculty who are educated into a real
tradition of inquiry. But one can be educated into a tradition only
by those who have already been educated into that same tradition.
If the Catholic university is to remain a university, it will provide
for education in the tradition that acts as its unifying principle.
And, for the Catholic university, the mode of tradition must be
incorporated into its self-understanding. Catholicism and dedica-
tion to the liberal arts need be seen not merely as personal commit-
ments by individual faculty and staff—as important as this may
be—Dbut as a coherent institutional commitment that understands
Catholic teaching about the world and the human person as abso-
lutely inseparable from the intellectual project of the university.
Beyond hiring for tradition, it behooves a serious Catholic insti-
tution to form its existing faculty. Given the state of contemporary
university training and dearth of faculty trained into a tradition of
intellectual inquiry, the Catholic university must invest in the
mission training of its faculty just as it does in their professional
formation. A serious institution will ask how it can invite mission-
interested professors to more deeply reflect on the intellectual and
spiritual tradition of the university. It will also creatively explore how
it might help mission hires to transition to tradition hires by allowing
those hires to think about their work in light of Catholic theology
and the other disciplines. These programs should support faculty
from all the different modes of inquiry by presenting mission in an
inviting and intellectual manner. It would be essential for a Catholic
university invested in its intellectual tradition to examine mission
engagement as part of the tenure-granting process. Finally, hiring
and training for tradition requires supporting a curriculum that
enacts the practices that the foregoing considerations hope to foster.

University Faculty and the Three Rival Versions
One might conclude from the foregoing considerations that a
Maclntyrean approach would necessitate a Catholic university to
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exclusively hire tradition hires, or at least a mix of mission and
tradition hires. Some Catholic schools take this approach, and in
doing so they may laudably ensure for their students a cohesive
education in the Catholic intellectual tradition. But this approach
is not MacIntyre’s. Although encyclopediasts and genealogists are
unable to educate students into the same unified view of reality,
they nonetheless have an important and valuable role at MacIntyre’s
university. This is because for MacIntyre, the university should be
“a place of constrained disagreement, of imposed participation in
conflict, in which a central responsibility of higher education would
be to initiate students into conflict.” Furthermore, “[i]n such a
university those engaged in the teaching and enquiry would each
have to play a double role. For on the one hand, each of us would
be participating in conflict as the protagonist of a particular point
of view, engaged thereby in two distinct but related tasks.”* These
two tasks are to advance inquiry from within the mode particular to
each faculty member and to enter into intellectual disputation with
the other rival viewpoints.?

MaclIntyre’s prescription would lead to not only a more effica-
cious university but also a more honest one. Rather than proclaim-
ing total neutrality in the presentation of texts and ideas, faculty
could be more honest about which mode or tradition they follow
when they present their material. At a Catholic university, such a
model would ensure education rather than mere catechesis, since
students would still have to make a judgment about the particular
claims advanced by the those teaching out of rival modes. The
difference is that the students would be more cognizant of the
different modes of inquiry, their starting principles, and their rela-
tionship to one another. As well, at a Catholic university, students
would not merely be exposed to a smattering of Catholic theology
and philosophy but also be educated into a tradition of inquiry that
allows them to see the relationship between the academic disci-
plines and the Catholic faith.

Transforming the Catholic university into a place of “constrained
disagreement,” or disputatio, to use the scholastic term, not only is
more honest but also aids in the institution’s Catholic mission. In
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commenting on his time at the philosophy department at Boston
University, MacIntyre writes, “The Boston University department
in the 1970s had three striking characteristics. First, it was a meet-
ing place for philosophers of radically different points of view.
Secondly, an unusually large number of its members were also at
work in some other discipline or practice. And thirdly, and conse-
quently, the conversations between us, some generated by conflict,
some by cooperation, enabled us to learn a great deal from each
other. My education began all over again.”

So too at a Catholic university exposure to alternative modes of
inquiry should serve both to expose students to the world around
them and to sharpen the critical thinking and reasoned argument
of those who operate within the Catholic intellectual tradition. But
even beyond this point, there are particular lessons that those who
engage in tradition learn from those who are adherents of rival
viewpoints.

From the honest encyclopediasts we learn the importance of
civil discourse.®! Organizations such as Heterodox Academy that
operate out of the encyclopediast mode call our attention to the
importance of protecting academic freedom in the syllabus and in
the classroom and promoting free and rational debate between
members of the academy. In our present age of ideology and divi-
sion, all can hope to learn from this model. In contrast, the gene-
alogist potentially calls attention to the injustices of the past and
present and challenges the academy to face these injustices in its
work.3? Although the temptation to reduce the pursuit of truth to
social activism is one to be avoided, the truth pursued at the
Catholic university can never be separated from the social concerns
of the Catholic Church.® The genealogist reminds Catholics of
their obligations to the marginalized. At its best, the mode of tradi-
tion should incorporate the concerns of genealogy to social justice
and the concerns of encyclopediasts to freedom of inquiry in the
pursuit of knowledge while preserving its own commitments. I
conclude by making the observation that many faculty of the gene-
alogist or encyclopedist cast of mind often contribute greatly to the
education of Catholic university students and provide necessary
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support to the work of the institutions to which they belong. This
is to say nothing of other, non-Catholic traditions whose intellec-
tual frameworks often complement and enrich the Catholic intel-
lectual tradition.

Tradition and the Discipline of Theology

Of interest is that one of the criticisms leveled against MacIntyre is
that he is a moral relativist.** MacIntyre’s argument is that one can
adjudicate between rival moral claims only when one thinks within
the context of a tradition that has identified a telos for its inquiry
and establishes standards of rational justification for evaluating its
moral claims. But then the question that arises is, How does one
adjudicate between rival traditions? If one interprets MacIntyre
(wrongly) as being indifferent to this question, then the charge of
being a moral relativist becomes clearer.® But MacIntyre is not
indifferent to the question. Rather, he prescribes moral thinkers (1)
to attempt to understand the telos and rationality of the rival tradi-
tion as if it were their own and (2) to consider the limitations of the
particular tradition in question and ask oneself whether a rival
tradition can address those limitations more adequately. In other
words, the superior tradition for MacIntyre is the one that is able
to provide the best and most complete rational standpoint. I do not
wish to gainsay MacIntyre’s thinking on this point. But since we are
speaking of the Catholic university and the Catholic intellectual
tradition, a more firm ground is available to us.

Earlier I cited Maclntyre’s claim that Socrates’s encounter with
Callicles demonstrates the necessity of shared moral commitment
for the efficacy of dialectical engagement. But perhaps the clearest
articulation of the problem MacIntyre wishes to address comes from
Aristotle. In Posterior Analytics, Aristotle argues that it is the syllo-
gism that produces demonstrative knowledge.*® But in any syllo-
gism, the premises must be known with certainty and better than the
conclusion. If the premises are not known, then they must be
demonstrated, but this cannot proceed ad infinitum if we are to have
knowledge. Therefore, we must know some of these first principles
sans demonstration. The Catholic believes that the first principles of
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theology are provided by Divine Revelation.?” Thus, the Catholic
holds to the coherence of Catholic tradition not merely because of
its rational coherence but also because of trust that its first principles
have a divine source, God, and are to that extent infallible.

This is not the only contribution that a theological understand-
ing contributes to MacIntyre’s project. The disputatio that
MaclIntyre credits to furthering his education at Boston University
need exist not only between rival modes of moral inquiry but also
within the mode of tradition itself. How can such disagreement
exist within a tradition that has a common telos and shared stand-
ards of rational justification? Catholic theology distinguishes
between “Tradition” and “traditions.” The Dominican theologian
Yves Congar invokes Charles Péguy to explain the distinction,
saying that “[t]his idea springs from Péguy’s conception of revolu-
tion and reform as ‘the appeal made by a less perfect tradition to
one more perfect; the appeal made by a shallower tradition to one
more profound; the withdrawal of tradition to reach a new depth,
to carry out research at a deeper level; a return to the source, in the
literal sense.”® Tradition means “to hand over,” and apostolic
tradition in Catholic belief refers to the handing over of divinely
revealed truth. Indeed, “[t]aken in its basic, exact and completely
general sense, tradition or transmission is the very principle of the
whole economy of salvation. . .. Thus the economy begins by a
divine transmission or tradition; it is continued in and by the mend
chosen and sent out by God for that purpose. The sending of Christ
and of the Spirit is the foundation of the Church, bringing her into
existence as an extension of themselves.”

The Dogmatic Constitution on Divine Revelation, Dei Verbum,
states, “This sacred tradition, therefore, and the Sacred Scripture
of both the Old and New Testaments are like a mirror in which the
pilgrim Church on earth looks at God, from whom she has received
everything, until she is brought finally to see Him as He is, face to
face.” Tradition makes Christ and His teaching in the Catholic
Church present.

But Congar clarifies that tradition is not merely a “passive
deposit.” It “is incorporated into a subject, a living subject.”*! He
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goes on to argue that “[i]t is not enough to say there is a living
subject; it must be added that this subject lives in history and that
historicity is one of its inherent features, without, however, imply-
ing that its truth is relative or that it is nothing more than the
changing thought of men. Tradition implies and even tolerates no
alteration in its objective content.”*

While the deposit of faith remains unchanging, it is the task of
the Catholic Church—and of theologians—to respond to the ques-
tions and concerns of their respective times and to speak eloquently
to the questions of their day. Theology as a discipline seeks to apply
human reason to divinely revealed principles so as to increase our
understanding of the human relation to God, but theology or the
multiple theologies that have been produced by the Catholic
Church also represent traditions of inquiry within a larger Tradition
of settled first principles. Augustine, Bonaventure, and Thomas
Aquinas have all given birth to separate traditions of theological
inquiry, but these traditions are all in line with the sacred Tradition
of the Catholic Church because all begin from first principles found
in the deposit of faith. They represent a plurality within a unity.

Such theological traditions fall under MacIntyre’s definition of
tradition as a “historically extended, socially embodied argument.”
And while Maclntyre’s appropriation of Thomism certainly repre-
sents a tradition “incorporated into a living subject,” he judges the
superiority of Thomism by its ability to subsume the concerns and
more adequately answer the questions of its rival tradition—
namely, Augustinianism.** One may find this argument convincing,
but given Congar’s treatment of traditions, one need not settle on
a monolithic tradition within the wider Catholic tradition. Thus,
while the Catholic university should be a place of “constrained
disagreement” for faculty who adhere to different rival versions of
inquiry, it can also be a place of willed Catholic pluralism where
tradition hires advocate for different schools within the wider tradi-
tion while remaining faithful to that broader tradition.

Alasdair MacIntyre’s thinking on tradition and the university
remains as fruitful as ever for the Catholic university in contempo-
rary times. An application of his thought to the outstanding
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problems of the Catholic university allows for the university to
simultaneously stay true to its fundamental identity and intellectual
charge while also becoming a place of open debate and encounter
with viewpoints that exist outside the formal thinking of the
Catholic Church. For these reasons, MacIntyre’s thought is to be
commended.

In the end, such proposals regarding universities will be
successful only to the degree that those persons who devote them-
selves to the institution also devote themselves to one another. Any
successful Catholic university requires trust among its members, a
mutual commitment to the pursuit of truth, and—dare I say—love
and friendship. As Jacques Maritain observes in his own reflections
on the possibility of philosophical cooperation,

All that can be said on the question can be summed up in
the philosophical duty of understanding another’s thought
in a genuine and fair manner, and of dealing with it with
intellectual justice. This already is difficult—and is suffi-
cient, if only we are aware that there cannot be intellectual
justice without the assistance of intellectual charity. . . . In
other words, what essentially matters is to have respect for
the intellect, even if, in its endeavors, it appears to us as
missing the point, and to be attentive to disentangling and
setting free every seed of truth, wherever it may be.**
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