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HANDLING ISSUES OF CONSCIENCE

Dr. Jay Budziszewski delivered the
1999 Newman Lecture on the Idea of
the University. His lecture examined
an issue close to Newman’s heart—
the problem of conscience

ith my topic, "Handling
Issues of Conscience in
the Academy,” 1 have a

certain puzzlement about where to
begin,
Academy enters into many activities
and allows itself to be drawn into
many entanglements.
therefore expect a discussion about
issues of conscience in curriculum
design, issues of conscience in fac-
‘ulty governance,
science in scholarly research -- or
gven in higher education financing,
or in the relationship of the
Academy with Government. Any of
these might be good topics. How-

‘Of course, the modern

You might

issues of con-

J.Budziszewski is Professor of
Government and Political Philosophy
at the University of Texas and author
of the award-winning book, Writren on
the Heart: The Case for Natural Law.

BY:

J BUDZISZEWSKI

ever, [ will adopt the convenient
assumption that I should discuss a
matter that I know something about,
and so my topic will be issues of
conscience that arise in university
teaching.

Where in teaching might these
issues be supposed to arise? Pre-
sumably in teaching those sensitive
subjects where the conscientious
convictions of different students, or
of students and teachers, are likely
to come into conflict. We all know
what these sensitive subjects are
supposed to be: feminism, homo-
sexuality, muiticultyralism, eu-
thanasia, abortion -- I'm sure you

- can complete the list for yourselves.
1 confess, though, that I have -

a problem with this way of think-
ing. To speak of a student's consci-
entious convictions is to suppose
that he has a conscience. 1 believe
he does, but let us take a moment to
remember what conscience is, or
what it was once supposed to be. In
the language. of the Bible, con-
science is the interior witness which

accuses us when we have done
wrong and approves when we have
done right; it is 2 reminder of the
law written by God on every heart
(Romans 2:14-15).

In the language of natural law,
conscience is the built-in Aabitus or
inclination of the created human in-

{Continsed on page 3)
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{Continued from page 1)

tellect by virtue of which we know
the first principles of practical rea-
son; it is ‘the participation of the
rational creature in the eternal law,
(Summa Theologica 1-1I, Q.91,
art.2, Q.94, art.1) These two ways
of speaking are complementary.
They share the belief in certain
fundamental precepts of morality
that are not only right for all, bur ar
some level even known to all, con-
science being the faculty by which
we know them.

I assume, because you have
asked me to examine of issues of
conscience, that you agree with me
that students have a conscience. Yet
haven't we -- I mean the collective
we, the Academy -- haven't we heen
earnestly telling students for several
generations that they have no such
thing? Freudians have said there is
no conscience but only superego,
behaviorists that there is no con-
science but only inhibitions. An-
thropologists have said there is no
conscience but only mores, sociolo-
gists that there is no conscience but
only socialization. Now at last
come those johnnie-come-latelies,
the postmodernists, telling the stu-
dents that there is no conscience but
only narratives. These ways of
speaking share the belief that noth-
ing is known to everyone - Jeast of
ali, fixed moral principles! What
superego, inhibitions, mores, social-
ization, and narratives have in com-
mon is that they leave us with noth-
ing in common. The reason is that
they are not written on the heart by
God, not built into the created intel-
lect, but merely pumped in from the
outside by parents, teachers, police-
men, propagandists, and behavioral
conditioners, to0 serve their various
private ends.

To put the matter in the sim-
plest terms, we rust choose be-

tween two tales about conscience.
One is that there is such a thing, the
other is that there isn't. Now I
mentioned that T have a problem
with speaking about issues of con-
science. You may think that I have
already described it by drawing
attention to the question of whether
congcience exists. No, that was
merely to set the stage. The prob-
lem is that it is difficult to make
sense of issues of conscience -
meaning a clash of conscientious
convictions -- under either hypothe-
sis, whether the hypothesis that
conscience is real or the hypothesis
that it is not,

I'm sure you see why it is
hard to make sense of the clash in
the latter case. If there is no
conscience, then there are no con-
scientious convictions, and if there
are no conscientious convictions,
then obviously conscientious con-
victions cannot clash. What may
look like a clash of conscientious
convictions will always be a mere
clash of inmhibitions, or of narra-
tives, or of conditioned reflexes or
some such thing. There is nothing
of moral interest here; the only
question is the empirical one: who
shall have power to indoctrinate,
But it is almost as hard to make
sense of a clash of conscientious
convictions in the former case --
that is, if conscience does exist.
Conscience, remember, is the inte-
rior witness to principles which are
the same for all. But if they are the
same for all, then how can mine
clash with yours? You understand
the dilemma? According to one

- story, there can be a clash but it is

not conscientious; according to the
other, there is a conscience but its
convictions cannot clash.

This is a very old riddle, and
it was both posed and solved, if you
will believe me, in the later middle

_clashes.

ages. We are all accustomed to
distinguishing between the con-
scious and subconscious mind.
Well, the Scholastic philosophers
did not put it that way, but they
made . a similar distinction. They
had two words for conscience, not
just one, reflecting a real difference
between two aspects of the mind.
For conscience in the sense in which
we have been speaking, they used a
late Greek word, synderesis. Be-
sides synderesis, though, there is
conscience in another sense, which
they called conscientia. Forgive
me, but you must remember these
definitions. Synderesis is the inte-
rior witness to universal basic moral
law, the deep structure of moral
reasoning, and it cannot err. Con-
scientia is the surface structure of
moral reasoning, the working out of
applications and conclusions from
the universal basic moral law, and it
can err. In fact it can err in at least
four different ways: through insuffi-
cient experience; through insuffi-
cient skill in reasoning; through
inattention; or through the perver-
sion of reasoning - a broad category
including perversion by passion, by
corrupt habit, by corrupt custom, by
congenitally impaired disposition,
by depraved ideology, and by self-
deception -- the latter corresponding
to the case where we pretend to
ourselves that we don't know what
we really do know, either about the
facts, or about the rule itself.

You see the situation. The
knowledge of the universal basic
moral laws which lies in synderesis
cannot err and so does not allow for
But the conclusions and
applications from this law which lie
in conscientia do err and so do allow
for clashes. Even so, a clash in
conscientious convictions -- convic-
tions derived by conscientia - is
fundamentally different from a mere
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clash in inhibitions or narratives or
what have you, because beneath
these convictions there is something
gripping, profound, and true, how-
ever it may have been twisted and
falsified on its dark and winding
path into present awareness. In
order to take the idea of a clash of
conscientious convictions seriously
-- in order to believe that they
pertain to conscience, but at the
same time that they can clash — 1
think we have to adopt some such
account as this.

Let us say, then, that an "issue

of conscience” is a clash of just this

sort; a disagreement which arises
from an error, not in synderesis, but
in conscientia; a disagreement
which arises because even though
the universal basic moral principles
are both right for all and at some
level known to all, at least one of
the parties has a distorted under-
standing of their applications and
conclusions. I hope you will for-
give me for having taken such a
long time to work that out. The
payoff, the consolation, is this: we
are finally ready to consider how
issues of conscience might be han-
dled in the Academy.

Many educators believe that
the right way to handle issues of
conscience is to be neutral among
competing convictions. I disagree,
because there is no such thing as
neutrality. As Joseph Boyle has
observed, any ground on which
conflicts between moral perspec-
tives can be arbitrated "will in fact
be some moral perspective and the
illusion that it is neutral will have
the effect of disregarding [some]
moral views[.]" (Joseph Boyle, “A
Catholic Perspective on Morality
and the Law,” Journal of Law and
. Religion 1 (1983) 233-34) To put
this another way, neutralism is
merely bad-faith authoritarianism.
It is a dishonest way of advancing a

" “postmodernists.”

-And so forth,

moral view by pretending to have
no moral view.

The question of neutrality
has been profoundly obscured by
the mistake of confusing neutrality
with objectivity. A most interest-
ing point is that this mistake is
made by both "modernists” and
Modernists as-
sume (1) that neutrality and objec-
tivity are the same thing, (2) that
objectivity is possible, and there-
fore (3) that neutrality is possible
too. Postmodernists assume (1)
that neutrality and objectivity are
the same thing, (2) that neutrality
is not possible, and therefore, (3)
that objectivity is not possible ei-
ther.

A plague on both their houses.
I suggest the premodern view that
neutrality and objectivity are not
the same, and that objectivity is
possible but neutrality is not. To
be neutral, if that were possible,
would be to have no presupposi-
tions whatsoever. To be objective
is to have certain presuppositions,
along with the manners that allow
us to keep faith with them. We
presuppose that we exist, that our
students exist, and that we exist in
a really existing world. We pre-
suppose that perception is not
wholly illusion, and that the conse-
quent relation - "if this, then that"
-- does correspond to something in
reality. We presuppose that noth-
ing can both be and not be in the
same sense at the same time. We
presuppose that good is to be done
and truth is to be known, We
presuppose that we should never
directly intend harm to anyone.
In the language of
Aristotle and Thomas Aquinas, we
presuppose the inescapable first
principles of practical and theoreti-

cal reasoning and the conclusions

which flow immediately from
them. In the language of the Bible,

we presuppose those things which
the Creator has made plain even to
those who reject the more particular
revelations of Scripture. In saying
these things are plain, of course, 1
do not mean that we cannot deny
them. I only mean that we can't not
know them, whether we admit that
we know them or not. They cannot
be proven, of course, but they do
not depend on proof, because, like
axioms- in geometry, they are that
on which the proofs themselves de-
pend.

I said earlier that objectivity
means not only having these presup-
positions, but also having the man-
ners that allow us to keep faith with
them. What manners? OCh, you
know the ones ] mean: manners like
letting the other fellow speak.

Because neutrality is impossi-
ble, 1 suggest a different way to
handle issues of conscience in the
Academy -- a way which is admit-
tedly not neutral, but which is, I
think, objective. The key is to
remember the conclusion we
reached before: an issue of con-
science is a disagreement which
arises because at least one of the
parties has taken a false step some-
where along the way from syndere-
sis to conscientia; somewhere along
the way from the knowledge of
universal basic moral principles that
are both right for all and at some
level known to all, to beliefs about
their applications and conclusions.
If this is true, then at bottom, han-
dling issues of conscience means
handling the problem of error and
specifically, error in conscientia.

If the real problem is error,
then we can imagine two different
ways- of handling it. One is attack-
ing its symptoms, the other attack-
ing its causes. Attacking the symp-
toms, of course, would mean attack-
ing the errors themselves, Al-
though this is sometimes appropri-

The Newman Rambler (Spring 1999)




ate in the classroom, as an exclusive
methodology of teaching, it would
leave something to be desired. In
the first place, it would require that
the teachers themselves be error-
free. In the second, it would offer
no assurance that corrected errors
would not simply be replaced by
new ones.

~ Attacking the causes might be
more promising. We saw previ-
ously that the causes of erroneous
conscientia, erroneous applica-

tion of c¢lever men and women, but
hardly to the formation of wise
ones.

The obvious solution to the
second cause of erroneous consci-
entia, insufficient skill in reason-
ing, is training in practical logic. I
do not mean training in abstract
philosophical logic, which has be-
come a discipline for specialists.
Rather I mean acquiring the habits
of orderly thought. Here the out-

tions and conclusions from uni-
versal basic moral law, include
such things as insufficient expe-
rience, insufficient skill in rea-
soning, inattention, and perver-
sion of reasoning. Let's take
gach of these in turn.

The obvious solution to the
first cause of erroneous consci-
entia, insufficient experience, is
experience. It was for this rea-
son that the ancient thinkers
thought certain subjects should
be delayed until the years of
youth had passed -- say, untii the
age of thirty-five. Needless to
say, we do not follow this ad-
. vige, but it might be better if we
did. True, the ancient philoso-
phers wrote in an aristocratic
social order in which an adult of
the leisure class could afford to
take up a new study, yet their
insight survives transposition into
our own time and place. Consider
the typical uwmiversity liberal arts
student of our day is unmarried,
dependent on his parents, and thinks
of his last birthday as a long time
ago. Somehow we expect him to
chatter about such matters as sexual
ethics and family policy before he
has begun a family, economic jus-
tice before he has paid taxes or
iabored for his bread, and the
lessons of history before he has
discovered his mortality. Such a
plan is well adapted to the produc-

common fallacies. "Whatever a
man says is sexist,” “"whatever a
white says is racist,” “whatever a
rational thinker says is logocentric"
-- that sort of thing.

The obvious solution to the
third cause of erroneous conscien-
tia, inattention, is attention. The
wisest ethical teachers and thinkers
have not built elaborate deductive
systems from flights of fancy like a
presocial state of nature. Rather
they have appealed to everyday
knowledge we already have but do
not notice, This includes not only
the knowledge of universal basic
moral law, but also some matters
of nearly universal experience.
For instance, hedonists may say
that pleasure is the greatest good,
but in real life everyone discovers
that mere satisfaction doesn't sat-
isfy. Anyone who finds hedonism
a plausible theory despite this fact
is inattentive. He hasn't con-
nected the dots, The good teacher
helps connect them. That is why
Aristotle always began his ethical
inquiries by cross-examining com-

Iconologia, by: Cesare Ripa

look is brighter, because we can
begin to teach these habits as early
as puberty. The mystery is why we
cannot take the trouble to do it.
We expect far too much of our
young people in some ways, vet far
too little in others. Nineteen-year-
olds on the parental dole are en-
couraged to speculate about Plato's
proposals for the abolition of the
family, yet not one in ten has been
taught what an argument ad
hominem is and why it should be
avoided. Some of our colleagues

even teach them to commit the

mon opinion. Now it may seem
that we follow Aristotle's method,
because we are always asking our
students what they think, In real-
ity that is a parody of his method.
Common opinion means not the
opinions of the moment among the
young of a single generation, but
the opinions widely shared or
widely reputed wise throughout all
generations. Despite, or because
of, what is misleadingly calied mul-
ticulturalism, our students know lit-
tle beyond their own time and place.
We could do much better.

As to the fourth cause of erro-
neous conscientia, perversion of
reasoning, there is no obvious solu-
tion, because the problem lies not
only in the intellect but in the de-
sires, the emotions, and the will.
This is why Aristotle, who had the
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luxury of choice, refused to accept
students who had not been well-
brought-up. His reasoning was that
habits of virtues must come first,
otherwise the theory of the virtues
will not be understood. For exam-
ple, you cannot expect a young
person to follow a discussion of
self-control -- of when to partake of
a pleasure and when to abstain --
unless, under the discipline of oth-
ers, he has already been habituated
to the acts that self-control requires.
He may think that he knows what
you are tatking about, but he
doesn't. He will want to argue
about things that are not in doubt,
like the geometry student who wants

docile. One of the possible results
is a terrible urge to rationalize the
evil deed, even to recruit others to
join in it. One doesn't become
confused about wrong and there-
fore start committing it; rather he
commits wrong, knows it is wrong,
and therefore finds a way to con-
fuse and reassure himself about it.
My personal conviction is that half
of the issues of conscience in the
Academy have their origin right
here.

What then can we do to ame-
liorate the perversion of reasoning
in the Academy? I am not sure, but
while we are looking for ways to
make things better it would be

to know why parallel lines don't gy“““»;, /ﬂ,

meet. Perhaps, he reasons, we § §,,~ g :

just haven't extended them ;  Neutralism is merely bad
enough. If this kind of objection éf fdigh authoritarianism. It is

is indulged, then no time is left
to consider the things that really
are in doubt.

For another way reasoning
can be perverted, remember what
we said previously about con-
science in the sense of syndere-
sis, of knowledge of the universal
basic principles of moral jaw. All
of us have done things that are
gravely wrong. If it is really true
that the foundational principles of
the moral law are not only right for
all but at some level known to all,
then the conscience of the offender
is inevitably burdened.. Ideally,
guilty knowledge leads to repen-

“tance. In a person of weak charac-
ter, however, such knowledge is
more often suppressed. The of-
fender tells himself that he doesn't
know what he really does know.
We tend to think that suppressed
knowledge is the same as weakened
knowledge with weakened power
over behavior. On the contrary,
pressing down guilty knmowledge
doesn't make it weak any more than
pressing down a wild cat makes it

diskonest way of advancing
@ morak view by pretending
to have no moral view.

L

good to avoid making them worse.
One thing this means is taking the
students' conscience in the sense of
conscientia a little less seriously,
but taking their conscience in the
sense of synderesis a good deal
more seriously. I remarked at the
outset that for several generations
we have been drumming into Stu-
dents that they have no synderesis.
And do you know what? Some of
them finally believe us.

Please understand me: we
haven't destroyed their synderesis.
Synderesis is indestructible. "As to
those general principles,” said
Thomas Aquinas, "the natural law,
in the abstract, can nowise be blot-
ted out from men's hearts." But at

the same time that they know the-

general principles, they convince
themselves that they do not. This is

the very kind of perversion of rea-
soning that we were considering
garlier, but with this difference: it
is practised not to suppress a single
burning point of guilt, but as a total
system of thought. The mind be-
comes double.

Here is what I mean by the
double mind. You see, because the
fellow doesn't believe in synderesis,
he is a relativist. If he could be a
relativist all the way down, his
synderesis would be killed and he
would not think in moral terms at
all. He would neither make nor
acknowledge moral demands. But
because synderesis is alive and ac-
tive after all, he cannot be a rela-

tivist all the way down. Conse-
quently, his very relativism ex-
presses itself in moral form. This
is how it thinks:(1) there are no
moral duties and no moral rights;
(2) therefore no one has a right to
make moral demands of me;(3)
people do make moral demands of
me; (4) these demands must be
unreasonable; (§) unreasonable de-
mands are unjust; (6) those who
are making them are wrong; (7)
they have a duty to desist; (8) [ have
a right to demand it of them.
Putting all of this together, we see
that other people have all the duties,
and the student has all the rights.
Because they think the same way,
¢lash is imevitable. You can get a
lot of issues of conscience from a
state of mind like that. And then
the other cycle begins: guilt, sup-
pression, rationalization, recruit-
ment.

What does it mean in these
circumstances to take conscientia
less seriously and synderesis more
$0? It means mocking relativism. It
means blowing the whistle on self-
deception. And it means honoring
the experience of honest guilt. To
illustrate these three principles I
will close with three stories.
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Mocking relativism. One day
a student approached me after class,
He reminded me that 1 had men-
tioned moral law during the lecture,
then said "Last semester 1 learned
that there isn't any moral law. Ev-
ery society makes up its own right
and wrong, its own good and bad,
its own fair and unfair -- and each
one makes up something different."”
I answered, "It's a relief to hear you
say that, because ['m lazy and [ hate
grading papers. At the end of the
semester 1'll be able to save myself
some work by giving you an F
without looking at your papers at
all.  Since you don't believe in
moral standards like fairness that
are true for everyone, 1 know you
won't object.” He shot me a star-
tled glance -- then admitted that

there are true moral standards after
all.

Blowing the whistle on self-
deception. "Morals are all relative
anyway," said a student to one of
my colleagues. "How do we even
know that murder is wrong?” My
colleague answered the student's
question with another: "Are you in
real doubt about the wrong of
murder?” "Many people might say
it was alright,” the student replied.
“But I'm not asking other people,"”
pressed my colleague. "Are you at
this moment in any real doubt
about murder being wrong for ev-
eryone?” There was a long silence.
"No," said the student; "no, I'm
not." "Good," my colleague an-
swered. "Then we needn't waste
time on morals being relative.

Let's talk about something you re-
ally are in doubt about.” A moment
passed while the lesson sank in --
and the student agreed.

Honoring honest guilt, 1 often
assign Aristotle's Ethics. A quiet
young man came to my office one
day and said, "Professor, I've got to
tell you that I'm getting scared." 1
asked him, "Why are you scared?”
He replied, "Because you're scaring
me. I'm shaking." T asked him,
"How am I doing that?" He replied,
"It's Aristotle. In this book of his
he keeps talking about virtue." 1
asked him, "So0?" He replied, "it's
making me realize that I don't lead
a virtuous life. And I'm shaking."

So we spoke of the grace of
God.

MEASURING UP

BY.

DAVID WILLIAMS

ould we see the Cross

upon Calvary, and the

list of sufferers who
resisted unto blood in the times that
Jollowed, is it possible that we
should feel surprise when pain
overtook us, or impatience at its
continuance? (Cardinal Newman,
Parochial and Plain Sermons
(1870) I, 154).

Because culture is dynamic,
always growing, developing, as if
toward some predestined goal, the
paradigm frequently used for it is

David Williams is a professor in the En-
glish Department of McGill University. He
is the author of Deformed Discourse
(McGill-Queen’s) and Canterbury Tales: A
Literary Pilgrimage {Twayne).

the organism. Made up of living
beings who interact, cooperate,
conflict, culture forms a complex
in which the rules for expansion
and change are not entirely known
and even less under the control of
those who are part of the complex,
Such is the case in our own
contemporary culture, the culture
of death. The development of this
culture has seen us move from the
hesitant embrace of abortion, sold
to the public largely on the
argument of "justice” for women,
to the present day softening-up of
society to accept infanticide,
suicide, and euthanasia. The
cumulative promotion of death as a
good, may be seen in a glance back
at the pro-abortion propaganda of

the 1950's, when warnings about
the "slippery slope” phenomenon,
especially from the Catholic
Church, were ridiculed by pro-
abortionists  as  exaggerated,
alarmist, unreasonable: "what kind
of barbaric society," they scoffed,
"would ever permit infanticide?"
"Who can take seriously,” they
laughed, “the possibility of
legalized assisted suicide,
euthanasia?" Now according to the
very same people, it is only rational
to permit infancticide in light of the
fact that we permit abortion; it is
ouly being reasonable and logically
consistent in a society that accepts
the killing of others as in abortion
and infanticide, to accept the killing
of the self. And so it continues.
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