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D Human Nature and Human History

The more remdte hils ancestors, the more modern man con-

celves himself to differ\%/from them. No doubt this fact owes
much to evolutlonary and proé%ssist propaganda, but 1t also la
founded in modern man's experience, in his study_of other men,
and 1n his&;moral asplrations,

For modern mpan has made his own modern world. It emerged
from a fendal background with medl*eval beginnings of commerce

and finance. 1t passed through periods of exploration, con’quest
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colonization. It has &4¥ culminatéd in applied scilence,
technology, Industry, and a population exploslion. It has
wltnessed the emergence of the European nations, their long
and sustained polltical development, their economic inter-
dependence, thelr alllances, thelr wars, thelr recent lnsertion
within a larger, global context. It has heen carrled fO{&Fan
from medi#gval Latin through Renalssance classliclsm to the
deveIOpmegt of the modern languages and the creation of modern
literatures and art forms. It has found its substance in the
working out of modern mathematles, of modern natural and human
gclence, of moedern philoscchles, of modern religlous and
historical thought, Where the world of the classlcist was
inherited, where llfe was somehow lived in emulatlon with the
anclents, modern man in naming himself modern has consclously
been golng his own way and thereby inscribing deeply 1n nhls
own experience the fact that the shape and texture of man's
world is the product of man's own efforts, hls lucky hits, his
mistakes and blunders.

Besides making his own, modern man has investigated the
'worlds' of other places and times. For the classicist,
anclent Gresce and tiome were lslands 5f light in a vast sea of
darkness. But to modern man voyages of diecovery brought back
word of other lands, other peoples, other languages, cultures,
religions, Archeology dug up anclent cities and deciphered
anclient writings. Geology, blology, ethnology placed the
races of men ini&;::$glutianary perspective that is constantly
belng completed by genetic studles of every aspect of human
development., If the classicist proclaimed that human nature was
always the same and 1f he atiributed to his 1deals a normative

guality that accounted the rest of men barbarlang, modern man
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finde in his rich acgualntance with human diversity and change
only a confirmation of the vliew that, as he has made hls own
world, 8o other peoples however unwlttingly have made thelrs.

But freedom and respounsibility are components 1nélhuman
living. In the measure that modern man 1s proud of his creatlon,
the modern world, and no less in the measure that he 1isg ashamed
of it, he relates hle freedom and his repoépsibility not only
to hils personal ¥ acta but also to the larger movements of
comnunity and hlstory over whlch, he feels, man should somehow
learn to exercise gnidance and control., This convictlion, 1t
wonld seem, 1s the malnspring of modern humnnism in 1lts many
forms. It accounts for the power of the old liberal 1dea
of progress, of the Marxist's dlalectical materialism, of tie
exlatentlalist's tragle posture, of the resonance that amplifles
and propagates the appeal of Pierre Tellhard de Cherdin. If for
the classiqfist the past embodied ideals to be emulated and
even perhaps at keMm times equalled, for modern man the past
ig an object of intense study not without the h@ hope that one
may roughly discern 1n lte slow but relentless upthrust the
greater Biis shapes of &8 the future.
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Modern experience, then, modern study, and modern aspiration

reveal an awareness of historlcity. We have consldered the fact
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and now we must go on to lts poesiblllity. If the classlcist ls

correct In maintaining that human nature is always the same, how
can modern man differ significantly from the men of other places
and times? The anawer Involves a serles of steps and it will
gat them clearly apart if we number them.

First, humen nature is the same whether one is awake or
asleep, but almost all that is significant in human living occurs
inasmuch as men are awake, lnasmuch as they are experlenclng,
inguiring, understanding, judging, delliberating, decidﬁing,
dolng, inasmuch 1ln brief as human living is informed ;;;meanlng.

Secondly, there 1s the\polnt that human coxzmunity le a
matter of comnon meaning, t;;t 1t exlsts, develops, intensifles
in the measure that many share a comaon field of experiences,
i}underatand thelr experience in a simlilar or complementary
facshion, agree 1n thelr Judpements on things, persons, pollecles,
courses of actlon, and make common coumitments of fldellty to
one another, of loyalty to their nation, state, or surer-state,

of il’falth in the destiny of man and the providence of God.
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Inversely, as communlty intensifies in the neasure that meaning
is comnon, so it #4d4lw disintegrates as meaning ceases to be
common. Remove the common fleld of experlence and people get out
of touch., Remove common ways of understanding and there arise
misunderstanding, suspiclon, distr%fat, autual lncomprehension.
Let. judgements diverge and too saion an easy tolerance glves way
to surprise, to ridicule, to consternatlion, to anger., ILoosen
the bonds of fidelity, loyalty, faith, and community weakens to
give ever freer hutrp play ?oﬂwrmiﬂnmvdamﬁm#mgm»&ﬂdxtidGé&mﬁhﬂ
@nﬁdﬁdﬁﬁﬁh to the biag of factlons and the almless drifting
of the whole.

Thirdly, as the blography of the individual sets forth
the acts of his waklng life, hls acts informed by ameanlng, so
the history of the comuunity is an account of its meaningful
performance. Such common meaning, embodlied in human performance,
may remaln more or less flxed for centurles, as among primitives,
or in stagnant civillzations, or because fixity 1is Esdemme
esteemed some necessary consecuent of truth and value as in
classicism. But it 1ls no less true that common meaning may be
on the move. Older vlews are questlioned, challenged, circum-
vented, supplanted. Chanre that beglins sporadlcally in lsolated
‘pockets becomes more wldespread and more freouent. 4 cult of
modernity ceases to be a fad to become a watchword, a rale,

a principle., Insenelbly the fabrle of big institutions 1s
changped, the meaning of roles ls altered, scales of valiaes
are modifiedﬁ?ﬂhe world is glven a new aspect that fascinates

the young and frightens thes old.
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Fourthly, the world that 1s changed by changes of meaning
1g of cour82m§&AAWhﬁldLmedW@dé not the world of lumedlacy but
the world medlated by meaning. 1In the child, hearing and speech,
when they flrst develop, arqhdirectedhxo pregent objects, and so
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initielly rnee';mingj\ﬂ.‘af,/L ﬁg world of lmmedlacy, to a
world no blgger than the nursery and, seemingly, no better known
because 1t 1s not only experlenced but also meant. But as the
command and use of language 1ncrease, there counes aboit a reversal
of roles. For words denote not only what is present but also
what ls absent, not only what ls near but also what 1s far, not
only the past but also the future, not only the excerienced but also
the merely imaglned, not only the factual but z2lso the pOsaible,
the ldeal, the normative. S0 we come to live, not as the iafant
in a world of immedlate experience, but ln a far vaster world
that 1s brought to us throngh the memorles of other men, throuch the
comnon gense of the community, through the pages of literature,
through the labQErs of scholars, through the investigation of
gsclentists, thréégh the experience' of salnts, through the
meditations of philosophers and t;:ologians.

This larger world, medlated through neaning, does not lie
within anyone's immediate experience. & It is not % even the
sum or Integral of the totality of all &orlds of immediate
experience. For meaning does not merely repeat but goes
beyond experiencing. What le meant not only is sensed or felt
but also somehow understood and, com only, also affirmed. This
addltlon of undédrstanding and jJudgement makes possible the larger
world medlated by meanling, gives It its structure and unity,

arranges it in an orderly whole of &&% almost endless dlflerences,




~wonld not ocecur or its end achlieved. S0 the ploneers on this
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partly known and famillar, partly gg a surroundlinhg penumbra of
things we know about but nave never examined or explored, partly
@an unmeasnred reglon of what we do not know at all. To this
larger world we refer when we speak of the real world, and ln

it we live out our lives -- Lnsecurely, for we knovw that meaning
ls insecure #4¥ since besldes truth there is error, besides
fact there 1s fiction, besldes honesty there 18 decalt, besldes
phllosopny there 1s myth.

Fifthly, changes in the world Me&# medizted by meaning
are of three quite different kinds., Nature is medlated but not
nodified by meaning. Physlces, chemistry, bilology are known
through acts of meaning, but the Incompleteness of these
sclences and any errors they include do not affect nature.

However, besldes the world we know abont, there 1s also
the world th:t;we nake. This making, to a notable exteni, s
a matter of Intending and meanlng. We imagine, we plan, we
Investipate possibilitles, we welgh pro's and con's, we declde,
we enter Into contracts, we have countless orders givent and
Fleotd executed., From the beginning to the ernd of the process,
we are engaged in acts of meanlng; and without them the process

b
centinent found shore and heartland, mountalins and plains, but
they covered it wlth citles, laced 1t w'th roa.ds, exploited it
with 1ndustries, till the world man has made stands between us
gnd a prior world of nature. Yet the whole of this added,
nan-made, artificlal world is the cumulative\pWGdbifbvbdbnﬂ

product now of coherent and now of chaotic acts of meaning.
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Man's making is not restricted to the transformation of
nature, There 1s also the transformation of man himself. It is
most consplcuous, perhaps, in the educatilonal process, in the PbAfe-
difference between the child beglinning kindergarten and the
doctoral candidate writlng hls dissertatlon. But the difference
produced by the educatlon of individuals 1s oaly a recapltulation
of the longer process of the educatlon of mankind, of the
evolution of soclal instltutions and the development of cultures.
Religlons and aprt-forms, langnages and llteratures, sclences,
philosophies, the writing of history, all had thelr rude beglnnings,
slowly developed, reached a peak, perhaps went 1nto decllne and
later had a rebirth in ancther mllleu. 4nd what is true of
cultural achleveaents also, though less conspicuously, is true
of soclal institutlons, The famlly, the state, the law, the
gconomy, the technology are not fixed and lmmutable entltles.

They adapt to changling clrcumstances; they can be reconceived in
the lizht of new ldeas; they can be subjected to revolutionary
change. Moreover, such change is in 1its essence a change of
meaning -- a change of ldea or concept, a change of jJudgenent

or evaln gtion, a change of the request or the command. The

state céﬁ be cnanged by re-wrlting lts constitutlon. More

subtly but no less effectively it can be changed by re~lnterpreting
the constitution or, agaln, by working on men's minds and hearts

to change the objects that command their respect, hold thelr
allegiance, flre their loyalty., What is true of the state 1s

true of all community for, as we have sald, communlty is a

matter of a comnon fleld of experience, & comion mode of haerabansth

understa*nding, a com1on measure of Judgement, and a common
(.

conssent. Such conmunlty is the possiblility, the scurce, the

ground of common meaning; and 1t 1s this common meaning that is

. .
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revealed in famlly and polity, in legal and sconomlc systems,
Iln language and literature, art and religion, worals and education,
phllosophy, sclence, and tne writing of history.

Slxthly, there is a notable dlffsrence between the trans-
formatlon of nature and the transformation of man. Both indeed
are Inltiated by acts of meanlng. Both involve an expzsndlture
of material energy. But the transformation of nature 1s a
palpable change that puts nature at man's dlsposal. TIhe trans-
formation of man, on the other nand, ends where 1i beglns,

In hablts and acts of meaning, Energy ls exvended in the use

of communlcation medla, 3ut the transfornatisn itself, as it
orlginates, so also 1t terminates in h:blts and acts of attending,
understanding, Judging, valulng, choosing, delng.

On the level, then, of personal, social, cultural development,
meaning approxlinates to a closed system. Knowing men is knowlng
what they feel, think, know, choose, do. One's cholces occur
in a context of others' choices, to lead them, or to follow,
or to defy and conflict. One's dolng occurs in an institutlonal
framework that men have concelved, choaenvAs , d;veloped.
e Becanuge of this closed system, because acts of neaning are
both origin and end, stimulus and response, subjective aet and
objective term, human development can be as enormous as the
dlfferences between primitive and con%empoifry nan. At the same
time, widespread snort-term d&f@snenﬁeﬁAﬂre apt to be slight.

To be comnunlicable a difterence has t0 lle within the resources
of expregslon of contemporary comnon meaning. To be understood
1t must not go beyond the average nan's capaclty for learning.

To be accepted it has to fit 1n wilth current needs, desires,

tasten, tendencies, structures,
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Finally, there is the distinction between human nature

and hunan hlstory. To know human nature is to know the proposltions

that are apw true of all men at all places and times. To advert
to man's historilclity ls to advert to the fact that knowledge

of man's kgx nature i1s a set of abatract generalitlies, that
there ls much more to be known that 1s true only of particular
men, particular places, particular times, that fem what 1s
significant 1n human living is to be found only potentlally

In human nature, and tnhat 1t resldes actually in human history.

$enee~Lromng re CORNOTBLNEE —exERRO AL
Plato and Aristotle were ocuite right In desiring to

distingulsh sclence from common sense and to dlsengage and

llberate the former fron tﬁzizénicompetent clalms of the latter.

But they were unfortunate in their over-statement that science

wag concerned with the necessary, the universal, the eternal,

for more than anything“that oplnion delayed the developnent

and the acceptance of a historical view of man angd -iwee

of the full flowerlng of historical studles.
Within-iﬁézfiTgkotelian context man was arprehended 1n

terms of human nsture, of lts constitutive componsentas, and of

the ends and especlally the norms of human actlion. 30 man was

e rational animal, coaposed of body and lmaortzl scul, endowed

with vital, sensitlive, and intellectusl powers, 1n need of habits

and avle to acgulre them, subject to a natural law which, in

accord with accidental ch-nges of circuistance, was to be

supplemented by posltive laws enacted by duly constituted

anthority. Thls extremely summary outline could be filled in

at consliderable length in many dlfferent directions, and it

wonald be difiicult to withhold one's praise of the broad
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experlence, acuts observation, shrewd reflection, and sane
Juigement that went into the construction of 1ts many parts.
1t would remain, however, that within the Aristotellan context {
the study of man was more a past achlevement than an on~going
process, that it ceng;ed on the nztural and the normative, that
1t regarded the historical as the fleld of contiugency and accldent
wnere sclence, theory, wlsdom had to yleld place to opinion,
practice, and prudence.

#odern studles, in contrast, é{consider not man but men,
They are speclalized and so they are ecuipped to take into account

all avallable data on all men of all times and places. They

are emplrical and so they seek to discover, not necessary

connectlons, but verifiable possibilitles. There are those,
of course, that concelve human sclence on the analogy of natural
sclence, and their investigations cannot get beyond knowledge of
human pature. But there 1s no lack of practltiloners ang
theorlsts aware of the component of meaning in human living
and of the fact that all meaning has its origlns, its developsent, ;
its intercommectlons, in brief its history.

The extent, to whlch such studles have penetrated Catholle

theology, is evident to anyone glancing tarough the bibllographiles

of Biblica, of Altaner's Patrologie, of the Bulletin de théologie

anclenns et médiévale, and of Ephemerides theologicae lovanlenses.

But it ls the fact that such studles lle outside the Aristotellan
context that confronts contemporary theology with the Herculean

task of developlng a new context.
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