Introduction

BY DEAL W. HUDSON

ADLER’s LEGACY

ORTIMER J. ADLER calls himself a “Philosopher at
b{Large.”1 The description no doubt suits the man who is

currently Chairman of the Board of Editors of the En-
cyclopaedia Britannica, Director of the Institute for Philosophi-
cal Research, Co-founder of the Great Books Foundation, Chair-
man of the Paideia Project, Honorary Director of the Aspen
Institute, and the author of fifty books on topics ranging from
politics to ethics, education, law, art, metaphysics, anthropol-
ogy, language, economics, religion, and philosophical psychol-
ogy.
géet Adler has also been for the past forty years “at large” from
the academy itself, where professional philosophers are usually
to be found. This is not to say he did not serve his time. Adler
taught at Columbia University for ten years and at The Univer-
sity of Chicago for twenty-two years before establishing the In-
stitute for Philosophical Research in 1952. Adler’s stated reasons
for leaving the university —the deterioration of intellectual inter-
change and the need for a “more congenial and supportive envi-
ronment” —might have encouraged some of his former colleagues
to glean still another meaning from Adler’s being “at large.”

The rancor surrounding his divorce from the university may,
in part, explain the relative silence on the subject of Adler among
academicians.? One would have expected by this time a gamut of
critical reconsiderations of Adler’s huge contribution to twenti-
eth-century intellectual life, but none has yet appeared.’ Why?
To this day no American is more identified, in the eyes of the
general public, with the vocation of philosopher than Mortimer
J. Adler. Perhaps his being mistakenly thought of as a “popular-
izer” is to blame. Those who identify him with books like Aris-
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totle for Everybody: Difficult Thought Made Easy (1978) may not re-
alize that Adler was well along in his academic career, having
published his first book, aptly entitled Dialectic, in 1927, before
he began writing exclusively for the general public. Years of
scholarly research and countless classroom conversations enable
Adler to translate difficult ideas into an accessible idiom. Any
reader of Adler who is hungry for footnotes can consult, say, his
remarkable series of articles entitled “The Theory of Democ-
racy” published in The Thomist,* a work which underlies much of
Adler’s thinking on ethics and politics. A complete bibliography
of books and articles has been published in the latest volume of
Adler’s memoirs.*

It should also be asked what is wrong with writing books that
can be read by intelligent people without specialized training.
What is wrong with breaking the academy’s near-gnostic hold on
intellectual conversation? Indeed, in a cultural climate where de-
liberate obscurity and self-contradiction are often taken as signs
of profundity, Adler’s clear “common sense” approach ought to
serve as a guide for academic rhetoric. Obscurity defeats rational
discourse and encourages muddy thinking. Whereas some writ-
ers appear to take pride in not being understood by the average
reader, Adler is never satisfied until all his students “get it.” Any-
one who has ever sat in one of his seminar rooms will testify to
his almost maniacal determination that everyone grasp the essen-
tial points of discussion. His unforgettable power as a teacher has
been in evidence every summer at the Aspen Institute in Aspen,
Colorado, where he has been teaching seminars for the past forty
years.

It is fortunate that Adler’s influence as @ teacher can still be de-
tected throughout American education, especially in those liberal
arts curricula that stress primary reading in the classic texts of
Western civilization. Wherever there is a Great Books Program or
an emphasis on the classic texts of the Western tradition, wher-
ever there is still insistence on seminar-style teaching and the cul-
tivation of civilized interchange, credit should be given to the
man who has fought steadfastly against the educational currents
of specialization, professionalization, relevance, and, now, mul-
ticulturalism that have whittled away at the foundation of liberal
education. In all the hubbub over E. D. Hirsch’s Caltural Literacy
and Allan Bloom’s The Closing of the American Mind no one men-
tioned that Adler fought these battles many years before.



INTRODUCTION xiii

Adler’s name is rightly identified with the “Great Books”
movement which began quietly in the 1920s and eventually swept
the United States in the 1950s, luckily infiltrating many college
curricula, and leaving behind, for example, the programs at St.
John’s College in Annapolis, Maryland, and Santa Fe, New Mex-
ico; St Mary’s College in Moraga, California; and Thomas Aqui-
nas College in Santa Paula, California. But it has been his many
public television appearances, including his Aspen seminars on
the “Six Great Ideas” and his recorded conversations with Bill
Moyers about the existence of God, which have ensured his con-
tinued recognition into the 19gos.

In fact, Adler’s popularity continues unabated at a time when
the intellectual currents of academic life have flowed away from
the authorities, the kind of philosophical realism, and the core
curriculum he has advocated: Aristotle, St. Thomas, the “Great
Books of the Western World.” Adler himself has risen to challenge
the contenders to his “common sense” realism—existentialism,
Marxism, positivism, phenomenology, and deconstruction. But
Adler learned long ago that his best student is the American pub-
lic, which is under no obligation to identify with the latest aca-
demic fashion. His How to Read a Book: The Art of Getting a Liberal
Education (1940) made him the best-selling author he has been
ever since. In addition, his editorship of the The New Encyclopaedia
Britannica (1 5th edition), The Great Ideas Today, Great Books of the
Western World (60 volumes), and The Annals of America (21 vol-
umes), among other projects, has earned him the further grati-
tude of his public as an organizer of knowledge, who has pro-
vided them access to a world of ideas and learning previously
available only in large personal or public libraries.

That his books can be read, and are read, by the intelligent lay
person as well as the scholar is, thus, no accident. Adler has al-
ways desired the marriage of accessibility and probity, because
he has always been committed to the principle that philosophy,
like education, is for everybody. This commitment stems from
his conviction that the cultivation of a philosophical habitus is
necessary to a democratic people’s maintaining their grip on free-
dom and self-determination.® A genuine liberal education, there-
fore, does not need relevance tacked on to it through the consid-
eration of social issues. A sound education shapes people who
will be prudently disposed toward grasping the moral significance
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of social conditions regardless of circamstance. Such students do
not need to be catechized in the correct opinions about today’s
headlines. In fact, issue-oriented education can make today’s stu-
dents helpless in tomorrow’s world; without the foundation to
articulate the reasons underlying their present commitment to
the homeless or to the environment, they have no way to appraise
the arrival of the unforeseen—these are minds ripe for the dema-
gogue. Adler’s constant appeal to the fundamental relation of lib-
eral education to the good life and democratic government may
be a key to his popular appeal.

Thus, even his early works, like The Dialectic of Morals (1941),
written when he was still among the academics, display Adler’s
characteristic concern for common sense reflection on everyday
experience and the requirements of responsible citizenship. In
the sixties and seventies Adler tried his hand at writing books that
would appeal to both public and professional audiences. He
stakes his philosophical reputation on the five books written dur-
ing this period.” Though largely ignored by academics, these
books were widely read by the general public: The Conditions of
Philosophy (1965), The Difference of Man and The Difference It Makes
(1967), The Time of Our Lives: The Ethics of Common Sense (1970),
The Common Sense of Politics (1971), and Some Questions About Lan-
guage: A Theory of Human Discourse and Its Objects (1976).

With Some Questions About Language, Adler’s attempt to encom-
pass both academics and the general public came to an end.
There was simply too much specialization, too much jargon and
in-talk, too little respect for Aristotelian realism, among the aca-
demicians. So, turning his back on the academy once again, he
devoted himself to books he had always wanted to write but never
could find the time for.?

But Adler did not turn away from education. He recognized
that colleges and universities were unable to rehabituate students
whose intellectual habits have been shaped by twelve years of
previous schooling. The target of educational reform should be
elementary and secondary education. In 1982 Adler announced
the Paideia Program, a comprehensive plan to reform the peda-
gogical approach taken in the first twelve grades. Paideia’s pur-
pose was not to impose a new curriculum but to mandate the kind
of teaching that would inculcate intellectual skills, impart general
knowledge, and foster good lives.® Students should spend as little
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time as possible passively listening to their teachers. The Pro-
gram distinguishes between three kinds of teaching—lecturing,
coaching, and questioning—and employs the appropriate method
for each subject matter, attempting to keep the students in the
most active, participatory posture possible throughout the school
day. In doing this, the Paideia Program treats the student as the
primary cause of his or her learning, not what not is done to them
by a teacher. “Memorization of what teachers tell their students
in classroom lectures is not genuine learning at all, precisely be-
cause it does not engage the mind in mental activity.”

In making students more active learners, the Program aims to
cultivate students for whom adult learning, whether from the
Great Books or otherwise, will not be a drudgery, due to lack of
basic literacy, the inhibition of imagination, or the inability to
converse critically about ideas. Adler and the other distinguished
members of the Paideia Group consider this program, twelve
years of compulsory education without any electives, as holding
promise for the realization of the democratic ideal —true equality
in education. Not only would all students get the same course of
instruction but they would also be graded individually based
upon their own potential rather than on the bell-shaped curve
that requires a certain rate of failure measured by a single stan-
dard. The Paideia Program has been implemented with success
at a limited number of public schools across the United States.

One imagines, however, that America’s infatuation with the
grandiose promises of multiculturalism will have to pass if the
good sense of Adler’s proposals can ever be widely recognized. In
fact, multiculturalism is merely a single symptom of a culture
that is not likely to recognize or to celebrate Adler’s legacy: his
steadfast advocacy of Western thinking; his willingness to dis-
criminate between the “great” and the not-so-great in that tradi-
tion; his reliance on the established wisdom of past thinkers; his
rejection of specialization and professionalization in education;
his insistence on close examination of primary texts, as opposed
to secondary reflection on that literature; his emphasis on exam-
ining ideas through rational arguments, rather than through ex-
pressions of emotional reactions to them; his optimism that ra-
tional conversation among people can lead to beneficial
consensus, regardless of considerations about gender, race, or
ethnicity; his view that the human mind can grasp through its
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concepts knowledge of extra-mental reality, that consciousness is
not trapped like a ghost within a machine; and his conviction that
because of intellect human beings can operate free of physical
determinism, and are naturally endowed with rights that cannot
be extended to other animals. It is easy to see that Adler’s posi-
tions are .o longer taken for granted in contemporary culture,
and, in fact, are often called passionately into question in the
name of such ends as cultural diversity and psychological self-
esteem. As will be seen, Adler’s treatment of human nature
grounds the fundamental optimism of his vision, one that has not
been darkened by the history of social injustice, injuries that con-
cern him as deeply as anyone else.

AbpLER ON HUuMAN NATURE

There are a number of reasons why The Difference of Man and the
Difference It Makes'* should still be read. Foremost among these are
Adler’s philosophical defense of the thesis that human beings dif-
fer in kind rather than in degree from other animals, and his de-
lineation of the practical consequences that follow from denying
this thesis. This defense is sorely needed at a time when this
question has become polarized between those who follow the sci-
entific consensus that humans differ only in degree and those
who, on the basis of religious convictions alone, maintain that
humans differ in kind. The Judeo-Christian view that humans are
created imago Dei entails for a them a difference in kind that be-
comes dramatically apparent when Adam in his loneliness “gave
names to all cattle, and to the birds of the air, and to every beast
of the field” (Gen. 2:20). In these days of animal rights protests
and ecological congresses many believers find it hard to claim for
humans the role of the “higher” animal, and even harder to pro-
vide a philosophical account of the difference. Helpless to defend
their beliefs on purely rational grounds against the evidence of
scientists, believers resort to fundamentalism and to pseudo-sci-
ence to fight back. Adler gives philosophical reasons to affirm the
humanist view of a difference in kind and to reject the animalist
position of a difference in degree or superficial difference in
kind. ™2

But perhaps just as important as this defense is Adler’s dem-
onstration of how philosophy and science must cooperate in seek-
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ing answers to questions which require both their methods of
investigation. It might be objected that the philosophical position
that Adler defends was developed in a period which predates
modern science, the roughly sixteen hundred years between Ar-
istotle and Aquinas. Although he identifies with a pre-modern
tradition and challenges the present scientific consensus, it does
not follow that Adler rejects the legitimacy of scientific investi-
gation into human nature. The scientific evidence is so decisive
for this issue that whatever conclusions are drawn in The Difference
of Man must be considered as awaiting further experimental con-
firmation.

Whether the philosopher or the scientist exerts an a priori claim
on a subject depends on the kind of questions asked. Mixed ques-
tions, such as that of human nature, require the cooperation of
both disciplines." The crucial point about understanding human
nature is that in order to know the human gu¢ human it is not
possible for each of us simply to look within ourselves; introspec-
tive knowledge makes good confessional literature but not good
philosophy or science. The actual behavior of human beings must
be observed and analyzed. This is especially true if human nature
is to be compared with that of other animals, because the inves-
tigator does not have access to the introspective findings of the
apes. The playing surface must be even, so to speak.

To study human nature cooperatively with science, philosophy
creates a theoretical framework, such as the distinction between
degree and kind, to organize and interpret the evidence gathered
by the empirical methods of the scientists, and establishes the
criteria to be satisfied for a demonstrated conclusion. Adler ar-
gues that this framework is missing in Darwin’s work, that Dar-
win’s materialist assumptions about human nature and its origin
ensure that his reasoning begins with a decisive conclusion about
the continuity of human nature with natures of other animals.
Darwin’s investigation, therefore, was insulated from the start
from recognizing counter-examples or even considering the hu-
manist hypothesis.

Adler’s treatment of Darwin and the animal researchers reveals
the need for philosophical accountability in the sciences that
claim to give us knowledge about human nature. Toward this end,
he shows how it is possible to weigh together the claims to truth
made by both philosophers and scientists despite the fact that
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both make claims to provide knowledge and not simply opinion,
and both base their truth claims on appeals to experience. The
contradiction between claims is only apparent; the real issue is
how each discipline encounters and cognizes experience itself,
how closely each kind of reasoning can approach the nature of the
thing under consideration.'* Science uses an investigative method
and philosophy does not; scientists measure and observe with in-
struments in the light of an hypothesis, while philosophers start
from ordinary experience. But if scientists assume either a differ-
ence in degree or a superficial difference in kind between human
and non-human animals, then they will inevitably affirm a con-
tinuity among animal natures and corroborate the phylogenetic
unity regarded almost as an article of faith by biologists. This is
the faith which leads Darwin to posit the required as-yet-un-
known intermediaries in his evolutionary theory.

Against the animalists Adler insists that a difference in kind is
demonstrable because non-human animals (and computers) are
incapable of duplicating the operations of the human intellect.
Thus, humans cannot be said to differ only in degree, if this
means that they merely possess more of a certain characteristic
than other animals do. Humans differ in kind because they pos-
sess one characteristic that other animals totally lack: conceptual
thinking. But is this difference in kind radical or superficial? A
superficial difference in kind means that conceptual thinking,
which is not observed in non-human animals, could be exhibited
by these animals if they possessed, say, greater brain size. If,
however, a radical difference in kind exists, then conceptual
thinking cannot be possessed, even potentially or to any degree,
by other animals. The ability to think conceptually, Adler ar-
gues, cannot be explained by brain size alone; it requires the pres-
ence of an immaterial power, which alone can account for the way
intellectuality transcends the determinations of the sensible. This
is not to say that the intellect operates without sensible input, but
to say that its three characteristic operations take from sensation
far more than is “seen” in the percept. Abstraction of quiddities
from sensible data, judgments of existence or non-existence of
these quiddities, further reflection on judgments—each of these
operations provides knowledge that is not supplied by percep-
tion, that is, by the presence of the sensible singular, alone.

Thus, the specific difference of the human species arises from
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the power of the human intellect to operate in ways impossible
for animals who possess only perceptual, not conceptual,
thought. Non-human animals are capable of forming rudimen-
tary generalizations based upon perceptual experience. But
thinking in and through concepts enables the intellect to recog-
nize that individual things are of a certain kind and to understand
what that kind of thing is. And, even more important, concepts
allow the human mind to reflect upon these objects of thought
while they are out of sight, so to speak, not being perceived, and
even when they are intrinsically imperceptible.

Non-human animals do not exhibit any behavior that requires
the presence of concepts in their thinking. As Adler says, it
would be a breach of the principle of parsimony (“Ockham’s ra-
zor”) to posit anything more than perceptual thinking in animal
intelligence. The perceptual generalizations of non-human ani-
mals, made possible by the disposition to perceive a number of
sensible particulars as the same in kind, occurs only in the pres-
ence of sensory stimuli. The immaterial concept, thereby, tran-
scends the material percept,'s by providing knowledge of quid-
ditative aspects of the thing known, an intelligibility that
continues to function in the absence of the sensible. And, of
course, many concepts do not relate directly to sensible things at
all; they are abstracted by the mind through its experiential en-
counter with finite beings—think of concepts like “beauty,”
“goodness,” “truth,” and “justice.”

This characterization of thinking also provides the necessary
insights to settle the debate about the relation between human
and non-human language. Human language is distinctive pre-
cisely because it employs concepts as well as percepts. This ac-
counts for the fact that human utterance is not predictable in the
same way as the signs employed by other species. For example,
children acquire language not only by seeing things but also by
having things described to them. But, above all, it is the unique
human ability to employ propositional language that clinches the
humanist position. This requires a distinction between categore-
matic (name-words, such as nouns, verbs, and adjectives) and
syncategorematic words (particles, such as articles, prepositions,
and conjunctions).'” The former makes it possible to refer to ob-
jects, both perceptible and imperceptible; the latter, to put these
words into propositions.
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Animalists refuse to accept these and other distinctions be-
tween human and non-human language, the most important of
which is the distinction between signs used as signals and signs
used as designators. Signals are implicative in their meaning—if
smoke, then fire—and they imply particular things, objects, or
events. But designators are denotative in such a manner that an
object is never denoted as a unique individual but as a particular
belonging to a class, as in the use of the word “smoke.” The
speaker may be objecting to a particular puff of smoke coming
from the next table but must employ a class-word, “smoke,” in
order to get the cigar put out. As a result, the denotation of an
object by a designator always involves connotative significance.
Connotation can work in several ways. In the case of smoke, it
can lead one to meditate on matters as diverse as health, human
rights, and courtesy. It could also lead one to think of a certain
vintage Port. Connotative significance can also work logically as
the utterance of a broad term like “furniture” could lead one to
think of a “chair,” “table,” or “bed.” Conceptual thinking even
changes the way humans respond to implicative signals, evidence
for which can be seen on any interstate highway.'®

What Adler calls the “inseparability” of denotation and con-
notation cannot be explained without concept formation. First of
all, class-names are derived, not from the particular, but from a
whole class of objects; classes themselves, like “furniture” or
“smoke,” are not objects of perception. The difference between
perception and conception, between implication and denotation/
connotation, is the difference between recognizing that and know-
ing what. Perceptual abstraction cannot produce the designative
meaning of common names, with its wide range of connotative
significance. Concepts are meanings, therefore, in ways that per-
cepts cannot be. Conceptual meaning provides the key to under-
standing the uniqueness of the designator in relation to the signal,
especially how its mode of signification arises out of a triadic ex-
change between the sign, the object, and its significance.®

Although this summary only skims Adler’s argument, it can be
seen that the distinctions he considers necessary to establishing a
continuity between human and non-human animals have given
the animalists some tough questions to answer. Even though he
has consistently maintained the humanist position, Adler insists
the question must remain open to further scientific research.?
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Yet, for the present, whether or not this difference in kind is rec-
ognized has tremendous practical consequences. The Difference of
Man and the Difference It Makes ends with an examination of these
consequences. It is a tribute to the continued relevance of this
volume that the practical ramifications Adler mentions in Chap-
ters 16—18 are even more pressing today. For example, if there is
no actual difference in kind between animals and humans, if there
is only a difference in degree, then we lack any justification for
ascribing personhood to human beings and for bestowing upon
one another the special moral and political respect of having
rights. If one agrees that human nature is only different in de-
gree, then proponents of animals rights are correct in maintaining
that withholding rights from non-human animals is merely an
unjustified preference, buried under unexamined rationaliza-
tions.

Adler suggests, however, that we reflect upon the unique char-
acter of a human life, that we not describe animals as engaging in
the pursuit of happiness, that only humans can pursue happiness
as a “remote goal and hold it before themselves.” The ability to
reflect upon and pursue objects like “happiness,” when they are
not and cannot be presented to the senses, is made possible by
conceptual thinking. Happiness, the final goal of living, can be
pursued only by animals who can think beyond the percept, who
can intend that which is beyond sense data alone. It is the im-
materiality of the human intellect which empowers it to tran-
scend the individuating determination of matter. Consequently,
only an immaterial intellect can make free choices or direct vol-
untary behavior, neither of which proceeds from the direct influ-
ence of physical causes. Intellect creates a distance between us
and the involuntary urges of our appetites. But it is only a dis-
tance, and those same instincts cannot be mocked. They must be
satisfied, but these satisfactions are ordered by the manner of our
own choosing.

The guarantee of an inalienable right to pursue happiness
makes no sense, of course, if human beings are not free to seek it.
The obligation to pursue happiness should be understood as the
source of all our rights, if one views happiness properly, not as a
feeling-state, but as the totum bonum, the total of all real goods.?
Rights, thus, which belong naturally to every person, obligate us
to allow one another access to the basic goods that make life com-
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plete and happy. Thus, the human difference in kind, a differ-
ence conferred by the immaterial power of the intellect, justifies
the unique moral status of human beings as possessors of natural
rights. Other animals, because they cannot be said to pursue hap-
piness voluntarily, or even to think about it, do not possess rights.
The prodigous survey of the scientific literature in The Difference
of Man revealed no evidence, in spite of the scientific consensus,
to justify allotting non-human animals a share in the political
privilege of rights.

The distinction is crucial in the political sphere, as Adler
shows. It is a justifiable practice to subordinate an inferior kind
to a superior kind, the way humans make use of plants and ani-
mals, but it is a violation of moral principle to subordinate an
inferior human being to a superior one, that is, to treat this dif-
ference as one of kind rather than degree. Of course, there are
individuals who are naturally endowed with greater gifts of phys-
ical strength, intelligence, and beauty. But the principle of hu-
man equality rests upon the recognition of difference in kind, not
degrees within a kind, which rebuts arguments for slavery, nat-
ural or otherwise, along with those for totalitarianism and racial
superiority.

The type of intellectuality that we call “human” makes possible
all the properly human goods. Not only does it make distinctive
modes of thinking possible but also distinctive forms of emotion.
Those who think a closer alliance with the world of non-human
animals would provide an occasion of recovering a more “wholis-
tic” and affective account of human nature should remember this.
Intellectuality provides the freedom to choose objects of love
from among the multitude of possible objects in our experience.
As an illustration, one might go so far as to point out that intel-
lectuality enables us to become something that appears the op-
posite of “rational”: to be romantics and to seek expansive passion
over everydayness, making our lives into a series of passion-elic-
iting obstacles to be overcome. But such romanticism, which of-
ten poeticizes itself as being opposed to intellect, requires it.

Those who propose the animal option are put in an odd posi-
tion. Although human intellectuality is put in a continuum with
other animal intelligence, it is clear that concepts enable us to
create theories about the nature of animals. Thus, the animalists
are writing books about human nature and arguing that human
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beings are on a phylogenetic continuum with non-human ani-
mals—animals who cannot read or write books.

Adler would argue that what the reader is doing at this very
moment —reading, reflecting, weighing, judging—is an exercise
of the unique human drive to know.

Only human beings live with the awareness of death and
with the certain knowledge that they are going to die.

Only human beings use their minds to become artists,
scientists, historians, philosophers, priests, teachers, law-
yers, physicians, engineers, accountants, inventors, traders,
bankers, and statesmen.

Only among human beings is there a distinction between
those who behave ethically and those who are knaves, scoun-
drels, villains, and criminals.

Only among human beings is there any distinction be-
tween those who have mental health and those who suffer
mental disease or have mental disabilities of one sort or an-
other.

Only in the sphere of human life are there such institu-
tions as schools, libraries, hospitals, churches, temples, fac-
tories, theatres, museums, prisons, cemeteries, and so on.?

This human drive to know extends toward the Absolute,
toward God. As Adler shows at the conclusion, a denial of the
distinction between degree and kind directly affects our attitude
toward religion, and the notion of creation, because the hypoth-
esis of an immaterial intellect is consonant with belief in the ex-
istence of a divine person. If there is nothing immaterial in hu-
man nature, then everything that we are is continuous with the
rest of physical nature, and human aspiration and action can be
explained by brain size and complexity. Personal immortality be-
comes an impossibility, except, one supposes, by some kind of
absurd divine fiat.

Since the mid-sixties another issue of practical relevance has
arisen: the need for greater global cooperation among nations.
Haves Without Have-Nots: Essays for the Twenty-First Century on De-
mocracy and Socialism® was written by Adler in response to the
breakup of the Soviet Empire. Here he returns to a concern for
world federalism as a means to achieving a lasting world peace.
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The argument of Haves Without Have-Nots reaffirms the principles
of the Preliminary Draft of a World Constitution** published as the
result of years of deliberation at The University of Chicago by
Hutchins, Adler, and other distinguished scholars during the
Cold War, with its threat of nuclear holocaust.?

The basic convictions that lead him to pursue a practical solu-
tion to world peace through world federalism can be traced back
to possibilities of human cooperation inherent in human nature:

Civil government produces civil peace. Anarchy, or the ab-
sence of government, is identical with a state of war: either
the cold war of the diplomats and of espionage or the actual
war of the generals with guns and bombs. To identify the
state of war with the violence of actual warfare is to miscon-
ceive the state of peace in purely negative terms as the ab-
sence of fighting. Civil peace, positively conceived, consists
not in the absence of fighting but rather in conditions that make
it possible to settle all differences without recourse to violence or
bloodshed. Civil government, by providing that set of condi-
tions, establishes and preserves civil peace [emphasis
added].”

Thus, the impetus to world government is derived from an un-
derstanding of the positive meaning of peace and of the condi-
tions necessary to bring it about. A common human nature is, in
fact, the central condition that makes peace a possibility, just as
it makes just government and other forms of human cooperation
possible. In fact, the most serious obstacle to a peaceful society is
our increasing notion of fragmented humanity. The cause for this
fragmentation is exemplified in claims now being made on behalf
of ethnocentrism. This theory, which ignores the formal proper-
ties, or potentialities, common to all human beings, suffers from
what Adler calls an “inveterate attachment to locality,” and places
too much emphasis on the differences between human beings that
are generated by differences in nurture.”

The best hope for human cooperation is the universality of hu-
man nature as specified by the uniqueness of human intellectu-
ality, evidence for which can be found in our recognition of the
transcultural character of mathematics, natural science, and tech-
nology. The continuing recognition in these domains that truth
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is not culturally relative corroborates the understanding of hu-
manity that Adler has developed out of the tradition running
from Aristotle and St. Thomas Aquinas to Jacques Maritain. Hu-
mans are defined by their common species and the natural powers
belonging to that species; this common nature establishes the
foundation for understanding their moral lives and their need for
political cooperation. Human intellectuality, therefore, is the
condition of possibility for free action and the claims to human
rights and personhood. Success in the moral and political
spheres, the very happiness of the individual and the state, is
judged on the basis of how a human being exercises this intellec-
tuality in growing toward completion and, it is hoped, wholeness.
Thus, without a common rational nature, and our ability to ap-
prehend it, the force of these kinds of moral and political discrim-
inations would be reduced to matters of convention or power re-
lations.

Nothing could be more at odds with the postmodern rejection
of human nature as an hierarchical and essentialist view in service
of elitist and oppressive interests.” The postmodern view, of
course, tends to be localized to the extreme—factors of gender,
race, sexuality, wealth, and class each shape the contour of the
particular rationality seeking its “correspondence” with reality.
Adler recognizes that different human communities and societies,
whether differentiated along ethnic, religious, or class lines, are
capable of actualizing their human potentialities in differing
ways. The “babel” of different languages itself attests to this di-
versity. Once attention has returned to the remarkable sameness
of human potentialities, the issue of diversity will seem superfi-
cial by comparison.?” But those who celebrate cultural diversity
can blind themselves to the more important issue: that these lan-
guages themselves are unique to the human species and bespeak
a uniquely human potential differing in 4ind rather than degree
from other animals. By overlooking the crucial difference be-
tween what belongs to human beings by nature and what belongs
to them by nurture, or acculturation, we risk losing the founda-
tion that justifies our respect for human rights in the first place.
The political consequences of Adler’s conversation with anthro-
pology is immediately apparent.

In the nearly thirty years since this book was published the
cultural climate has changed: what began as a protest for equality
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in the name of human rights on the part of women and minorities
has evolved into theories of multiculturalism and feminism that
sometimes deny the very notion of a shared human nature which
over the past two centuries has ensured those rights. As Adler
writes,

If a world community is ever to come into existence, it will
retain cultural pluralism or diversity with respect to all mat-
ters that are accidental in human life. . . . [But] we will have
at last overcome the nurtural illusion that there is a Western
mind and an Eastern mind, a European mind and an African
mind, or a civilized and a primitive mind. There is only a
human mind and it is one and the same in all human be-
ings.*

Feminist scholarship over the past decades has documented
how the notion of rational difference has been used to exclude
women from full participation in society.** Because women have
traditionally been viewed as having less capacity for intellectual-
ity than men, they have been labeled “mutilated” or “deformed”
versions of the male, the human paradigm. Adler recognizes and
rejects the prejudice against women being expressed in this tra-
dition, but does not see any necessity to change the understand-
ing of the human difference. The problem does not lie in the
principle of a distinctive intellectuality but in its application.
There is no need to assume guilt by association. And, it may be
asked, on what grounds are feminists going to be able to claim
injustice if not by some similar appeal? If not on the basis of
rational difference, then what else? Other claims, whether love,
personhood, or freedom, will all lead back to the powers of intel-
lection that make them possible. Aristotle’s view of natural slaves
was justified on the same basis, but history attests that there is no
necessary relation between a principle of intellectual difference
and the continuation of slavery as an institution. To insist upon
this association is to be caught in an uncritical historicism. In
fact, the appeal to human equality, which has such a central role
in challenging the legitimacy of both slavery and women’s subor-
dination is dependent upon this difference for its justification.*

Without human beings as “rational animals” there would have
never been human beings with “inalienable rights.” One wonders
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if it is now being suggested that the designation “rational animal”
is getting in the way of human rights. If so, it can be suggested
that the foundation of human rights is being ignored. What is at
stake is a struggle between justice and power. Again, someone
may respond that such an option is illusory, that historically so-
called justice has been wielded by the powerful for the sake of
their privilege. This cannot be denied. But what is there to gain
by overthrowing the norm of human nature? What recourse will
anyone have the next time civil justice is corrupted by power? To
what, to whom, will he or she appeal? The obvious answer is the
law, of course. But the same cynics who distrust appeals to justice
will argue that the law itself is subject to the same corruption. So,
is there no final appeal except to rival forms of power?

It is our shared norm of what a human being is and of what he
or she deserves that enables us to be shocked by injustice and to
seek proper redress. If we forget the norm of nature, will we cease
to be shocked? If so, then we will have become less human. If we
continue to be shocked, what are our grounds? Convention?
Habit? The now-rejected norm of nature? Adler’s optimism is
founded on the conviction that what human beings are makes
itself known to the human mind in unconscious ways. So, regard-
less of our consciously held theories about human life, we are
continually being bombarded with data that can wear down and
correct our bad ideas.

Thus, for human cooperation at any level to be feasible there
must exist some degree of common understanding about the na-
ture of human life, its basic ends and purposes. A new cultural
unity and world community will begin to emerge when a consen-
sus forms concerning what are matters of truth and what are mat-
ters of zaste. 'The former will always be transcultural; the latter,
indigenous. Controversies over matters of truth are, in theory,
capable of resolution, while disagreements over taste are not.
Hence, the attack on the classical ideal of human nature, in the
name of correcting historical injustices, is politically dangerous.
Certainly, Aristotle made a mistake in considering both natural
slaves and women as inferior beings, but the apparent antidote —
the wholesale deconstruction of the idea of human nature—sets
the stage for perhaps even worse crimes in the future, a future in
which the ground of human rights and dignity has been lost.

Adler’s insistence on the reaffirmation of human nature as the
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transcultural basis of world community, and eventually world
government, may seem overly abstract and optimistic. Indeed,
one may read the recent outbreak of ethnic enthusiasms as a re-
action against totalitarian regimes who also operated from a very
abstract, albeit entirely different, view of human nature. But
even if one wished for a bit more appreciation for the local in
Adler’s thought, one must agree that in the main he is right to
direct attention toward the only sound philosophical basis for
governance.* Those nations who seek a greater degree of coop-
eration with their neighbors around the world had better take a
more active interest in what their children are being taught in
school about nature and nurture. Cooperation that remains solely
pragmatic will usually move us when the accidental conditions
warrant it, and toward the merely negative kind of peace as Adler
understands it. 'To move further toward genuine peace at any so-
cial level requires something more than pragmatic tolerance; it
requires philosophical agreement about the purposes of human
life. Although human nature continues to reveal its own basic
dynamism to the human mind, we need the aid of a proper edu-
cation and the established wisdom of the past to grasp it clearly.
With this republication of The Difference of Man and the Difference
It Makes, we now have yet another chance, thankfully, to benefit
from the author’s creative conversation between the “two cul-
tures” of science and the humanities. Undoubtedly, this book
represents the fulfillment of a purpose Adler announced nearly
sixty years ago when he wrote, “One can be an Aristotelian or a
Thomist only by being a philosopher facing contemporary issues
in the light of reason and experience, as they did in their day;
and, as they were, through being respectful of the tradition of
human knowledge wherever it bears witness to the truth.”*
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