Conservative Minds Revisited

The Re-Imagined Aristotelianism

of John Henry Newman
Joshua P. Hochschild

IN DEFENSE OF TRADITION, “Burke theorized
shoddily” and should be remembered as
“an agent of positive harm.”! This is the
judgment of Alasdair Maclntyre, no
shoddy theorist of tradition himself.
Questioning the wisdom of Burke’s “wis-
dom without reflection,” Maclntyre ar-
gues that a healthy tradition is always
vitally dialectical, “a socially embodied
argument.” For Burke, by contrast, tradi-
tion is valued for its stability and so is set
against reason and the conflict inherent
in dialectics. Accordingly, Maclntyre
finds in Burke neither the resources for a
philosophical defense of tradition nor an
accurate portrayal of the health of actual
traditions. “Indeed,” says Maclntyre,
“when a tradition becomes Burkean, it is
always dying or already dead.”?

If he finds Burke’s concept of tradition
theoretically wanting, MacIntyre does
recognize its political advantages, both
in the eighteenth century and more re-
cently. MacIntyre distances himself from
“the ideological uses to which the con-
cept of a tradition has been put by con-
servative political theorists.” As a de-
fender of tradition in the modern acad-
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emy, MacIntyre may at first appear to be
simply engaged in some politically cor-
rect triangulation. But MacIntyre believes
heis moretruly conservative, more funda-
mentally opposed to modern liberalism,
than Burke. What is more, as an alterna-
tive to Burke, MacIntyre points to “a far
more important theorist of tradition,”
one who “theorized with insight™ and to
whom Maclntyre acknowledges “a mas-
sive debt”: John Henry Newman.

What makes Newman so superior a
theorist of tradition? MacIntyre does not
explain how he comes to this judgment,
nor does he indicate what it is about
Newman’s reflection on tradition that is
so important. After acknowledging his
debt to Newman, Maclntyre insists that
he will “proceed independently,” and the
reader is left to judge for himself what
Maclntyre may have found so valuable in
Newman’s thought. Ironically, one of the
founding texts of contemporary Burkean
conservatism, Russell Kirk’s Conservative
Mind, may help point us to the philosophi-
calinsight of Newman'’s that is so appreci-
ated by MaclIntyre. To be sure, Kirk more
often portrays Newman as a defender of
particular traditional elements of civili-
zation—especially liberal education and
religious faith—than as a “philosopher of
tradition.” Nonetheless, Kirk does locate
Newman’s importance in his role as a
philosopher,’ praising him for articulat-
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ing the value of knowledge, the limits of
reason and science, the danger of utili-
tarianism and rationalism, the nature of
intellectual virtue, and the necessity of
such virtue for the grasp of first prin-
ciples.

These emphases point to the connec-
tion between Newman'’s philosophy of
tradition and one venerable, pre-modern
tradition of philosophy. A fundamental
feature of Newman’s defense of tradition
is an appreciation for, and natural defer-
ence to, classical Greek philosophy, and
here, one philosopher in particular stands
out. Newman conceives of and defends
tradition with a mind formed and disci-
plined by a study of Aristotle.

I

Scholars have attempted to classify
Newman’s philosophy in relation to vari-
ous familiar categories and figures in the
history of philosophy.” Classification is
complicated by the fact that most of his
writings are occasional and theological,
rather than systematic and philosophi-
cal, but the one exception, A Grammar of
Assent (1870),advances adetailed episte-
mology worked out over a lifetime and
central to the argument of such works as
the Tracts, the Oxford sermons (1826-
1843), The Arians of the Fourth Century
(1833), and An Essay on the Development
of Christian Doctrine (1845). Thus, while
Newman’s thought is marked by both
originality and eclecticism, it also dis-
plays aremarkable coherence, and a con-
sistency over the course of his long life.

Sometimes described as an empiricist,
it is uncertain when or how seriously
Newman read Locke.® He has reminded
other commentators of Hume, with his
insistence on the limits of speculative
reason and the necessity of practical cer-
tainty. For placing the burden of theo-
logical argument on practical reason
rather than speculative metaphysics, he
has even been compared to Kierkegaard.’
In basing a proof for the existence of God
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ontheexperience of conscience, Newman
seems closer to Augustine than Aquinas,
and a case can be made for Newman’s
Platonism.!?

The influence of Aristotle—especially
the Nichomachean Ethics, Rhetoric, and
Poetics—is widely acknowledged but
nonetheless usually underestimated. It
isassumed that because Newman’s expo-
sure to Aristotle was early, it does not
give us much insight into Newman’s ma-
ture thought. Such an assumption counts
against both the consistency of
Newman’s intellectual career and the
implicit Aristotelianism of the central
features of Newman’s philosophy.

It also counts against Newman’s ex-
plicit professions of Peripatetic alle-
giance. The strongest of these occurs in
The Idea of a University (1852/58), where
Newman goes so far as to argue that ev-
eryone is, or should be, an Aristotelian.
“While the world lasts,” says Newman,
“will Aristotle’s doctrine on these mat-
terslast, for heis the oracle of nature and
truth.” Of immediate concern were top-
ics centralto the Idea: the order of knowl-
edge and the good of liberal learning. But
the praisefor Aristotle does not end there.
“While we are men,” Newman continues,

we cannot help, to a great extent, being
Aristotelians, for the great Master does but
analyze the thoughts, feelings, views, and
opinions of human kind. He has told us the
meaning of our own words and ideas, be-
fore we were born. In many subject-mat-
ters, to think correctly, is to think like
Aristotle; and we are his disciples whether
we will or no, though we may not know it.!!

This encomium to Aristotle cannot be
dismissed as an empty piety, asuperficial
deference to classical authority.
Aristotelianism saturates The Idea of a
University:in Newman’s defense of liberal
as opposed to servile arts; in the treat-
ment of intellectual disciplines as “sci-
ences,” which are not only interrelated
but ordered in a hierarchy; in the notion
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of “the philosophical habit of mind,” that
intellectual virtue which Newman says is
the fruit of genuine education—in each
of these subject matters, to understand
Newman accurately is to think like
Aristotle.

Nor is that all. None of these memo-
rable, isolated themes of Newman’s Idea
can properly be understood apart from
the argument of the whole, and that argu-
ment itself makes clear that the
Aristotelianism of the Idea is not just a
recurring trope but an organizing prin-
ciple. The argument of the Idea can be
summarized in three theses: that the uni-
versity must serveintellectual truth as its
end; that theology is not only a proper
science but the highest science, and must
beincludedin, and allowed to govern, the
university curriculum; and that knowl-
edge of truth, while a good in itself, is not
the highest good for man, and so the
university must be ordered toward the
Church. Thus, the agenda of Newman’s
occasionallectures—to defend the found-
ing of a new Catholic university—is ful-
filled only within the framework of the
Aristotelian notion of a hierarchy of hu-
man knowledge and ahierarchy of human
goods.

Neither the Catholic end nor the Aris-
totelian means of Newman’s argument
have rendered it useless to theorists of
themodern secular university. AsNewman
himself acknowledged and intended, the
Catholicism is contingent to the main
argument about the nature and purpose
of aliberal education.'? The Aristotelian-
ism, integral to Newman’s argument, is
harder to ignore, but easy to misunder-
stand. Some interpreters believe that
Newman’s conception of a “liberal” edu-
cation, in which knowledge is pursued as
its own end, lends support to the relativ-
istic elective system, in which the con-
tent of education is considered less im-
portant than the opportunity to develop
“critical thinking skills” by exercising the
mind on whatever interests it. Yet Aristo-
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telian reason, even more than Catholic
faith, led Newman in the opposite direc-
tion, toinsist that a university must teach
the truth and form minds—that is, must
bring minds into conformity with genu-
ine objects of knowledge. A university,
says Newman, “byits very name professes
toteachuniversal knowledge...toset forth
theright standard and to train according
to it.”13

Inarticulating a “universal knowledge”
over and above the specialized sciences,
Newman has recourse to the Aristotelian
notion of a “science of sciences.” This
should not be conflated with theology,
the science whose inclusion in the cur-
riculum Newman is concerned to justify.
Theologyis a particular science, whichis
sovereign because it treats the highest
things and is concerned with our ulti-
mate end. The “science of sciences” is
philosophy, sovereign insofar as it pro-
vides the underlying principles of all rea-
soning, and so is presumed or presup-
posed in the exercise of any particular
science.!

Newman’s contemporaries, unlike his
readers a century and half later, could be
expected to retain some confidence in
the unity and universality of knowledge.
Newman can almost take it for granted
that the business of an institution com-
mitted to teaching universal knowledge
would include philosophy. This is part of
the reason why Newman does not say
much about what it means to study phi-
losophy; at times, he seems to imply that
it will be acquired indirectly. But it is
clear that Newman’s “philosophy,” as the
science of sciences, includes both meta-
physicsandlogic.”® Like Aristotle, whose
Metaphysics argued that first philosophy
must treat not only first principles of
substance but also first principles of ra-
tionality,'* Newman discerned the nec-
essary connection between architectonic
wisdom and the science of reasoning.

Although Newman exploits this Aris-
totelian notion of a universal science of
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sciences to defend the inclusion of theol-
ogy in a university curriculum, he still
locates the purpose of a liberal educa-
tion not in religious or theological knowl-
edge, but in “a philosophical habit of
mind.” Roughly speaking, this is an abil-
itytounderstand all things in their proper
perspective. In an oft-quoted passage,
Newman characterizes the habit by de-
scribing its operation:

[11f we would improve the intellect, first of
all, we must ascend; we cannot gain real
knowledge on a level; we must generalize,
we must reduce tomethod, we must have a
grasp of principles, and group and shape
our acquisitions by means of them.!”

The phrase “a philosophical habit of
mind” describes what Newman had origi-
nally struggled to name, a “perfection or
virtue of the intellect,” which he first
called simply “philosophy.”!® So philoso-
phyis not just ascience, but a virtue, and
this in the specifically Aristotelian sense
of an acquired capacity or “habit.” Like
Aristotle, Newman emphasizes both the
intellectual dimension of the virtue—
the power by which one “apprehends the
great outlines of knowledge”—and the
moral and affective dimension—its fos-
tering of “freedom, equitableness, calm-
ness, moderation.”!?

Indescribing this “philosophical habit
of mind,” Newman is articulating what
Aristotle simply called “wisdom” or
sophia, the highest of the virtues of specu-
lative intellect. Aristotle says that sophia
is “the most finished of the forms of knowl-
edge,” explaining that it includes both
the apprehension of first principles (by
intuition or nous) and the grasp of what
follows from first principles (by “scien-
tific” knowledge or episteme). It is “knowl-
edge of the highest objects” with “its
proper completion.”?

The ability of the Idea of a University to
communicate a notion of philosophy or
“wisdom” as both a science and a virtue
makes clear not only the fact, but also the
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subtlety, of Newman'’s Aristotelianism.
This subtlety, in turn, accounts for its
being so often overlooked. The Aristo-
telianism of Newman’s argument is unad-
vertised and vernacular. Newman offers a
translation of Aristotle so natural and
unobtrusive that we need not look be-
hind it for sources.

This “translation” of Aristotelian intel-
lectual virtue is carried out further in
Newman’s most properly philosophical
work, A Grammar of Assent. Commonly
treated as a work within the philosophy
of religion, or religious epistemology,
religion is actually treated there almost
as an epilogue. The reasonableness of
Christian faith is defended only as an
application of a general epistemology
which is worked out over eight of the ten
chapters. Even when Newman considers
Christianity explicitly, he claims to speak
not as a Christian but as a philosopher—
and as an Aristotelian. Asserting that
among all the candidates for revealed
religion, Christianity alone fulfills “the
aspirations, needs, and foreshadowings
of natural faith and devotion,” Newman
denies that this conclusion is based on
his own Christian faith. He cites socio-
logical and ethical considerations inde-
pendent of his religious belief. But most
importantly, heinsists, “astotheintellec-
tual position from which I have contem-
plated the subject”—that is, as to the
principal epistemological consider-
ations which occupy the bulk of the Gram-
mar of Assent—"“Aristotle has been my
master.”!

Aristotle is clearly the master even of
what is taken to be most original in the
Grammar of Assent, Newman'’s notion of
“the Illative Sense.” First introduced as a
kind of “faculty,”” a power of discern-
ment and judgment, Newman also de-
finesitas a“perfection or virtue”* of that
faculty. In both senses, what Newman is
describingrecalls Aristotle’s phronesis—
practical reasoning, or its virtue, pru-
dence. Newman himself makes the con-
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nection to phronesis, arguing that the Illa-
tive Sense only extends to matters of
reasoning about truth what the Aristote-
lian virtue provides for reasoning about
conduct.? A note makes clear that
Newman recognizes that Aristotelian
phronesis already included whathe means
by the Illative Sense, but that given the
context of the Nichomachean Ethics,
Aristotle did not develop his account of
itwithrespect to intellectual assent, only
with respect to action.

Newman has rightly perceived that he
is developing the virtue of phronesis in a
direction that Aristotle had already indi-
cated. Introduced as a virtue for guiding
action, for Aristotleitis primarily anintel-
lectual virtue (a perfection of thought),
not amoral virtue (a perfection of desire).
Aristotle likens it to “perception” and
“judgment,” and it is clear that phronesis
includes nous (“intuition,” “understand-
ing,” sometimes simply “sense”), the vir-
tue—which is also a part of sophia or
wisdom—by which the intellect is able to
grasp undemonstrable truths.? Newman
originally described his project in the
generalterms of classical or “virtue” epis-
temology: “Mybookis to show that aright
moral state of mind germinates or even
generates good intellectual principles.”*
As it turned out, Newman'’s Grammar of
Assent can properly be read as an exten-
sion of Aristotle’s theory of intellectual
virtue in Book VI of the Nichomachean
Ethics, making clear the limitation of sci-
entific reasoning, and establishing the
intellectual and moral requirements of a
virtue of right discernment.

II

As one commentator has put it, A Gram-
mar of Assent “moves toward...the en-
thronement of phronesis.”?® As we have
seen, the Grammar and the Idea together
move toward the enthronement of
phronesis and sophia.In his two most philo-
sophical works, Newman offers a rein-
vigorated articulation of the two central
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Aristotelianintellectual virtues.? And the
significance of this for our understanding
of Newman as a critic of liberalism must
be highlighted. Newman is not just, as
some conservatives have appreciated, a
critic of false philosophies—of utilitari-
anism, rationalism, and skepticism.
Newman is a promoter of true philoso-
phy, combining what so many modern
philosophers had viewed as opposed:
epistemological modesty, and metaphysi-
cal and ethical realism. Newman offers an
account of how genuine knowledge is
possible, but depends as much on prop-
erly formed habits as on scientific proce-
dure. True wisdom, for Newman, isnot the
product of a rigorous method, but the
prize of a disciplined soul.

Newman’s philosophy is thus marked,
on the one hand, by confidence in the
power of reason and the order of sci-
ences; and on the other hand, by atten-
tion to the limitations of reason, and to
the need for principles and virtues which
are beyond the reach of demonstrative
reason. Many criticisms of Newman are
born of a failure to hold both of these
aspects of his thought together. Two re-
cent critics are illustrative. In a couple of
essays on education, Edward Tingley has
argued that Newman is an advocate of
Enlightenment ideals.** Tingley rightly
distinguishes between genuine initiation
into Aristotelian sophia and phronesis,and
“knowledge” as acommodity derived from
technique. But Tingley finds Newman’s
conception of education dependent on
the latter rather than the former. Accord-
ing to Tingely, Newman’s understanding
of “knowledge” concedes too muchtothe
Enlightenment conception of reason. In
Newman’s characterization of the philo-
sophical habit of mind, Tingley finds not
a description of the virtue whereby one
may grasp first principles, but a rational-
ist method for efficient production in the
knowledge industry. Newman, for Tingley,
is thus not a true defender of classical
liberal education, but a modern “techni-
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cian of learning.”

Why Tingley insists on interpreting
Newman'’s sense of “universal knowledge”
as if it expressed Cartesian evidentialism
as opposed to Aristotelian wisdom is not
clear, butin supposedly defending amore
Aristotelian view of wisdom, Tingley is
farther from Aristotle than he realizes.
Tingley takes Newman to task for advo-
cating the idea of “knowledge as its own
end”—but this is one of the rare occa-
sions where Newman'’s use remains faith-
ful not just to the sense but to the letter
of Aristotle. Aristotle’s Metaphysics be-
gins with a reflection on the nobility,
sovereignty, and value of knowledge
(episteme,not sophia) “for its own sake.”!

If Tingley gives us the rationalist
Newman, the recent biographical study
by Frank Turner offers us Newman the
irrationalist.? Turner begins by question-
ing the continuity of Newman'’s intellec-
tuallife. According to Turner, the suppos-
edly unifying factor—the critique of lib-
eralism—is in fact a self-serving later in-
terpretation, invented by the Catholic
Newman to justify the behavior of the
Anglican Newman, and more useful for
hagiographers than for historians. Thus,
Turner confines his study to the Anglican
Newman of the Tractarian movement, at-
tempting to discern what actually moti-
vated Newman at the time. He finds in the
Tractarian Newman not a man moved
primarily by ideas, but a man of complex
psychological and political motives, and
more opposed to Protestant faith than to
“liberal” thought.

Despite the posture of objective histo-
riography, Turner’s study is more
postmodern than scientific. Originating
with an incredulity towards Newman’s
meta-narrative, it consistently finds po-
litical and psychological motivations for
theological positions. At his worst, Turner
descends to puerile psychopathography,
with almost parodic speculation about
death fixations, eating disorders, and (of
course) sexual orientation. Those of
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Newman’s ideas that cannot be decon-
structed are simplyignored (e.g., Turner’s
treatment of Newman'’s Oxford sermons
on faith and reason®). Turner’s simplis-
tic historiography rules out coherence of
thought and action as implying a “teleol-
ogy” and “inevitability” supposedly op-
posed to true historical “contingency.”
Inits barest form, Turner’s interpretation
of Newman is merely circular: beginning
with the assumption that Newman’s ac-
tions cannot be understood in terms of
philosophical motives, he “concludes”
that Newman’s philosophical arguments
were mere “universalist rhetoric™* in the
mercenary service of his emotional and
political interest. It is not a surprise then,
when Turner pronounces Newman a
Nietzscheanirrationalist, a skeptic about
knowledge, and a relativist about good
and evil.®

Tingley’s Enlightenment Newman or
Turner’s Postmodern Newman? There is
a third rival version of John Henry
Newman, a version that resolves the dia-
lectic between, and gives us perspective
on, the other two: Newman the Aristote-
lian, aware of both the power and limits
of theoretical reason, neither relativist
nor rationalist.

Newman'’s criticism of rationalism was
consistent, and consistently Aristotelian.
As an Anglican, Newman wrote:

To Rationalize is to ask for reasons out of
place; to ask improperly how we are to
accountfor certain things, tobeunwillingto
believe them unless they can be accounted
for, i.e. referred to something else as a
cause, to some existing system as harmo-
nizing with them or taking them up into
itself. %

Aristotle identified this same mistake,
and expressed it in the same language. In
discussing first principles of reason, he
argued that not everything can be dem-
onstrated, because there are no prior
principles from which first principles can
be demonstrated. Those who deny the
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principle of non-contradiction, for in-
stance,

demand areason for everything. They want
a starting point, and want to grasp it by
demonstration; while it is obvious from
their actions that they have no conviction.
But their case is just what we have stated
before; for they require a reason for things
which have no reason.*

For Newman, opposition to this philo-
sophical mistake remains a thread run-
ning through his intellectual life. The
mistake becomes, indeed, the central fea-
ture of liberalism, as Newman defined it
most completelyin anoteto his Apologia:

Whenever men are abletoactatall, thereis
the chance of extreme and intemperate ac-
tion; and therefore, when there is exercise
of mind, there is the chance of wayward or
mistaken exercise. Liberty of thought is in
itselfa good; but it gives an opening to false
liberty. Now by Liberalism [ mean false lib-
erty of thought, or the exercise of thought
upon matters, in which, from the constitu-
tion of the human mind, thought cannot be
brought to any successful issue, and there-
foreis out of place. Among such matters are
first principles of whatever kind.?*

Liberalism, then, is a philosophical
error, an epistemological heresy. Deny-
ing first principles amounts to a kind of
rationalism. It also amounts torelativism:
as Aristotle had already explained, the
demand to justify first principles most
commonly arises from a Protagorean epis-
temology which, aware of its own inabil-
ity to completelyjustify anything, locates
truth in appearances. In that case, all
opinions are true, and truth is relative.*
Newman could almost be expounding on
Book IV of the Metaphysics when he, too,
notices the essential link between ratio-
nalism and a relativizing empiricism: in
Tract 73 he noted that rationalism, char-
acterized by “its love of systematizing,”
often ends up “basing its system upon
personal experience, on the evidence of
sense.”®

Modern Age

11

This brings us to Newman’s theory of tra-
dition, which s part of his positive episte-
mology and continuous with the critique
of liberalism. If we cannot demonstrate,
or derive from our senses, all the truths
that we ought to know, we will need to
apprehend thesetruths from some source
other than argument or “objective” evi-
dence. It is tempting to appeal here to
automatic “intuition” or to universally
“innate” ideas. But we are talking about
human epistemology, not a theory of
knowledge for disembodied intellects,
and we cannot ignore the fact that human
beings live in relation to other human
beings. Learningis not arelation between
one man and his ideas, but between one
man and other men. We learn from others
by acquiring the virtues of successful in-
dividuals and growing into the patterns
of life embodied by the community. In
this sense, the “intuition” of principles is
informed by authority—the implicitly or
explicitly claimed privilege of a person or
institution already better informed.

As Aristotle said, “We are bound to give
heed to the undemonstrated sayings and
opinions of the experienced and the aged,
notlessthantodemonstrations; because,
from their having the eye for experience,
they behold the principles of things.”*
This passage was a favorite of Newman’s;
he cites it in A Grammar of Assent, setting
up his introduction of the “lllative
Sense.”* He draws out the implications of
Aristotle’s insight: “Instead of trusting
logical science, we must trust persons,
namely, those who by long acquaintance
with their subject have aright tojudge.”*
This requires us to attend to such per-
sons, to “follow their history,” and to
“learn as they have learned,” so that we
may “make ourselves of their number.”*

Knowledge depends on personal testi-
mony; prudence defers to history; learn-
ing is joining a tradition. Newman’s ex-
plicitly traditionalist epistemology pro-
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vides the background not only of his gen-
eral understanding of the relationship
between faith and reason, but of his par-
ticulartheory of the development of Chris-
tian doctrine. But note that it is not an ad
hoctraditionalism; nor is Newman simply
offering an anti-theoretical critique of lib-
eral epistemology. Rather, he is articulat-
ing an alternative, positive theory of
knowledge—a theory which he finds al-
ready “stated in substance” in Aristotle’s
Nichomachean Ethics.*

By contrast, Burke’s more rhetorical
defense of tradition might occasionally
defer to Greek philosophy for its antig-
uity and authority, but not for its argu-
ment. If one sought to discover a philoso-
phy underlying Burke’s defense, it would
be easy to dismiss as a kind of pragma-
tism—or, perhaps, to dignify it a bit, a
“common sense” philosophy: tradition is
beneficial, a fact recognized by those
uncorrupted by ideology or (in Burke’s
tellingly pejorative sense) “metaphysics.”
The problem with this view is not that it
is wrong, but that it offers no account of
why it is right—and it includes no philo-
sophical framework (no metaphysics) that
could support such an account. In Aristo-
telian terms, Burke’s defense of tradition
begins and ends at an argument quia (es-
tablishing the fact thaf). This is an impor-
tant project, but it is natural to inquire
further for the argument propter quid (ex-
plaining the reason why).

It has been the abiding philosophical
challenge of conservatism to ground its
appeal to tradition on something more
solid than pragmatic calculation or per-
sonal faith, to articulate “traditionalism”
as a principled view that does not reduce
to one of its historic enemies: utilitarian-
ism on the one hand, or subjectivized
irrationalism on the other. In short, if “the
conservative mind” was born in reaction
to Enlightenment innovation, and that
innovation could be traced to an episte-
mological prejudice against tradition,
then the project of the conservative mind
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could not be complete without a posi-
tive, counter-Enlightenment epistemol-
ogy. Newman recognized this challenge,
and nodoubt thisis onereason MacIntyre
preferred him to Burke as a theorist of
tradition.

A further reason is that Newman ap-
preciated the important role that
Aristotle could play in meeting this chal-
lenge. MacIntyre was drawn to Aristotle
not just because Aristotle was an exem-
plar of the “virtue” tradition that
Maclntyre wanted to rehabilitate.
Aristotle helped MacIntyre to articulate
the very notion of a “philosophical tradi-
tion,” and to account for the rationality
of arguments within and between tradi-
tions. In Aristotle’s conception, philoso-
phy is a dialectical activity, an activity
that takes place over time, a “practice”
which both produces and is produced by
a habit of the soul, the acquired perfec-
tion of wisdom. The activity or practice of
philosophy is thus necessarily histori-
cal—and Aristotle’s awareness of this is
evident from his subtle use of intellec-
tual history at the beginning of his major
philosophical works. It is Aristotle, as
much as Nietzsche, who informs
MaclIntyre’s strategy of “arguing with”
philosophers by “outnarrating” them.

IV

In any effort to revive an Aristotelian
alternative to Enlightenment ideas it is
essential that Aristotle bere-narrated. To
be an Aristotelian is not to commit one-
self to a set of doctrines, but to habituate
one’s mind to away of thinking. Amodern
Aristotelian must be what Newman called
a “learned Aristotelian”:

one who can answer any whatever philo-
sophical questions inthe way that Aristotle
would have answered them. If they are
questions which did not occur in Aristotle’s
age, he stillanswers them....In onerespect
he knows more than Aristotle; because, in
new emergencies after the time of Aristotle,
he can and does answer what Aristotle
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would have answered, but for the want of
the opportunity did not.*¢

Newman himself was just such a
“learned Aristotelian.” But more impor-
tantly, in Newman we have the valuable
reminder that such an identity is not a
merely academic alternative, that the
exercise of Aristotelian ideas need not
take place within the technical vocabu-
lary of medieval scholasticism or Anglo-
American analytic philosophy. After all,
the context of Newman’s primary intel-
lectual battles—the “new emergencies”
of his time—were not primarily philo-
sophical and scholarly, but religious and
personal. Moreover, the ethos of Victo-
rian England and ecclesiastical politics
set uniquely demanding rhetorical stan-
dards. One of thereasons that Newman’s
Aristotelianism is so easily overlooked is
that he met the challenge of this rhetori-
cal context so successfully; his literary
talent disguises his philosophical pedi-
gree. Newman communicates Aristote-
lian ideas, not hardened and familiar in
the technical terminology of scholastic
manuals, but renovated and re-imagined
in the vigorous language of his personal
style. Newman’s learned Aristotelianism
is a re-imagined Aristotelianism.

But even effective re-imagination is
essentially Aristotelian. As Newman well
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and Oxford Philosophy,” in Newman and the Word,
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knew, Aristotle held that sense and intel-
lect are mediated by imagination.*” Hence,
Aristotle takes rhetoric and poetry quite
seriously, and in an early essay, Newman
relates Aristotle’s “most true and philo-
sophical”® theory of poetry. There,
Newman notes that “the greatest of ana-
lytical philosophers” also understood that
“a word has power to convey a world of
information to the imagination, and to
actasaspelluponthefeelings.”® Newman
not only appreciated this point, he made
it a central feature of his Grammar of
Assent: mere ideas tend to be “abstract”
and “notional,” but vivid thought, and
effective communication, makes use of
images, concrete and “real.”®

Like poetic masters, who have “sub-
jected metaphysics to their art,”s!
Newman was not content to rehearse Ar-
istotelian terms, but felt compelled to
revivify Aristotle’s concepts in creative
language that would capture the imagina-
tion. Not only is this authentically Aristo-
telian, it is authentically traditionalist, in
the sense described by Maclntyre: old
truths kept current in socially embodied
argument, creativelyreinvigorated in new
dialectical contexts. As atheorist of tradi-
tion, Newman does not just point us back
to philosophical sources; he models the
virtues which allow those sources to
speak anew in subsequent ages.
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qua being is best pursued as the science of
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keep the two separate, beginning, to an even
greater degree than Aristotle did, with an audi-
ence that is not yet convinced that divinity is the
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