
Prevailing Theories of a Unifying Principle in Education 
In a recent statement, the Commission on Religion in Higher 

Education of the Association of American Colleges recommended 
that religion be placed as an academic discipline in the liberal arts 
curriculum. l With the publication of this statement, the founders of 
colleges oriented to religion are witnesses of the full circle of the 
concepts which gave them their initial reason for existence. The 
academic world, as a result, is confronting a challenge to explore the 
nature of these concepts, and perhaps this exploration may best be 
executed on a personal basis. It is feasible, therefore, to use for such 
a study the representative example of St. Frances Cabrini, educator 
and humanitarian, the firs t United States citizen to be canonized a 
saint by the Roman Catholic Church. . 

To focus the particular area in which an academic discipline be
longs, however, one must review the general concepts of educational 
principles as they are contained in our democracy. Logically, these 
principles may be understood as stemming from the platform of the 
American secular tax-supported school. Keeping this in mind, the 
educator in a religiOUS affiliated system does not reject the objectives 
of the secular institutions; on the contrary, he accepts them with an 
added dimension. 

The materials for the analysis of the characteristics of contempo
rary American secular education include the available texts of many 
experts. One comprehensive and representative volume is Robert E. 
Mason's Educational Ideals in American Society,2 a popular text in 
the courses in Education in American colleges. Mr. Mason con
veniently summarizes the characteristics of American schools as five: 
(1 ) as secular, non-political institutions impartial to religion and 
politics, ( 2) with science the basis of common learnings, including 
that of sex education, (3) with the highest educational value being 
the development of critical intelligence in the young ( a tendency to 
modify systematic scholarly rigor in the light of the preferences of 
students in the schools), ( 4) as having the curriculum based on more 
freedom of choice to young people based on the demands of con
temporary American social and economic life rather than on scholarly 
traditions, and ( 5) with a locality where young people may enjoy 
social activities. 

1 "Religion As An Academic Discipline," a Statement by the Commission on Religion 
in Higher Education of the Association of American Colleges (Washington, D .C., 1966). 

2 Robert E. Mason, Educational Ideals in American Society ( Boston : Allyn and Bacon, 
1960). 
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Mr. Mason admits that the pragmatism projected in such a pro
gram as practised in our contemporary educational institutions has 
given rise to one of the great debates in American civilization. Many 
college professors are seriously concerned over the de-emphasis in 
the traditional liberal arts. They maintain that an educational cur
riculum based on scientific, naturalistic, secular ideas results in peo
ple without causes in lives without basic human values. They see at 
work the extremity of the old dichotomy- crude practicality and un
realistic idealism. Proponents of the liberal arts contend that educa
tion should avoid these isolated extremes and should, instead, develop 
our common humanity. R. M. Hutchins, for example, maintains 
that: 

<fA sound philosophy in general suggests that men are rational, moral, 
and spiritual beings and that the improvement of men means the fullest 
development of their rational, moral, and spiritual powers. All men have 
these powers, and all men should develop them to the fullest extent."3 

Humanistic scholars have, in effect, opposed the philosophical and 
educational doctrines of John Dewey whose experimental thought, 
when applied to school practice, has become pragmatically "child
centered." They criticize the scientific method and find in religion 
and in the humanities the fundamental sources of wisdom. They 
object to the lack of respect for intellectuals and the work of the mind, 
which results from the popularizing of education through vocational 
or social adjustments to make learning pleasant. Intellectual disci
pline is not the primary function of education, they contend. TIle 
secular schools, they believe, should not assume control of the func
tions of guidance which properly belong to the Church and to the 
family. In other words, they advocate programs of intellectual meth
ods and criteria in humanistic studies with more emphasis on intel
lectual skills and more attention to the literary fields. W ith a more 
demanding educational regimen, more emphasis must be on classics 
and history, the study of cultures, and especially of the development 
of W estern civilization. Intellectual achievement, they maintain, is 
more important than a non-objective intellectual exercise. 

Although literary humanists are sympathetic toward spiritual and 
aesthetic dimensions in education, there are theorists who advocate 
a firmer insistence that science be supplemented by some sort of 
religious faith. The proponents of religion as an academic discipline, 

3 R. M. Hutchins, The Conflict in Education in a Democratic Society (New York: 
H~, 1953),p. 86. 
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for example, believe that the social solidarity of a democracy is threat
ened by an education which is only se.cular and naturalistic. 

This threat has underlined the writings of many literary men of 
significance. Van Wyck Brooks, for example, contended that Ameri
can literature has become arid because of the absence of the stimulus 
of spirituality. As a solution he suggested that we find a middle focus 
between the two extremes of the "high-brow" and the "low-brow" 
of our cultural life. Our literature parallels these levels of culture as 
a reflection of piety and advertisement. T herefore, wrote Brooks, the 
nation needs a reevaluation of its personality, a composite of "those 
personal instincts that have been the essence of art, religion, litera
ture- the essence of personality itself-since the beginning of 
things."4 

In the same vein, Waldo Frank maintained that modern America 
needs to nurture the power which the pioneers had, the power to 
feel life as a whole, the spiritual power.5 This need to feel life as a 
whole, he said, is attained only by a program of education which 
points out man's place in the universe. Without eternal moral stand
ards structured within the universe, science might well degrade man 
as to elevate him. As Robert Ulich has written: 

It• •• scientific methods cannot be used too much, but unless they are 
embedded in a meaningful general interpretation of man's role in the 
world they may be as easily used for his degradation as for his elevation, 
for destruction as well as construction:'6 

The world-view achieved by some center or unifying principle is 
the object of many professional proponents of education. Our greatest 
need today in our intellectual life, argues T. M . Greene, is for order, 
unity, and coherence.7 Van Wyck Brooks specified the same need for 
a unifying faith in the fatherhood of God and the brotherhood of 
man as the galvanizing factor of the twentieth century citizens of the 
Western world.8 Lacking this unifying principle, contemporary edu
cation is judged as a social technique rather than as an art or a science. 
Group behavior, contends Gordon Keith Chalmers, has supplanted 

4 Van Wyck Brooks, America's Coming of Age (Doubleday Anchor Books, 1958), 
p.	 3. 

I) Waldo Frank, Our Amerial (New York : Bom and Liveright, 1919) , p. 20. 
6 Robert Ulich, Funaamenta1s of Democratic Ed=tion ( New York, American Book 

Company, 1940), p. 327. 
7 T. M. Greene, "Introduction," in The Meaning of the Humanities, ed. T. M. 

Greene (Princeton : Princeton University Press, 1938), pp. xvii·xviii. 
8 Van Wyck Brooks, "Reasons for the Conference," in Science, Philosophy, and Re

ligion, A Symposium Conference on Science, Philosophy, and Religion in their Relation 
to the Democratic W ay of Life ( New York: The Conference, 1941), p. B. 
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human values. Chalmers points out, furthermore, that it is not the 
preoccupation with method which makes the desirable teacher, but 
the teacher's dedication to his subject which moves his students. 9 As 
Mason points out, "Modern education does not achieve true growth 
principally because it is devoted to reducing things, ideas, and experi
ence to measurable quantities .. . fai th, which is necessary for 
growth, grows out of love and not discourse or argument; but this 
affection for the things and people of the world can be developed 
and disciplined. That is, love out of which grows faith can be de
liberately cultiva ted in a humane educational program."l0 Chalmers 
concludes that true learning and the understanding of man and his 
world preclude the acknowledgment that the elements in human 
experience are inextricably bound up with a higher intelligence and 
that the study of theology should be revived in the universities. ll 

Too often the popular pragmatist identifies the permanence of a 
unifying principle as a reactionary block to an assumed faith in a 
world of constant change. Liberalism is movement and youth , they 
say, while conservatism is tradition and old age. Yet, there are many 
young intellectuals who attest aggressively to the need in modern 
man for permanen t, eternal moral values. Mason lists among these 
crusaders for tested beliefs and values such men as Peter Viereck, 
Russell Kirk, Clinton Rossiter, and William F. Buckley. Sharing the 
criticism of modern pragmatism in education are, also, the older 
Bernard Iddings Bell and Alan Valentine. 

According to Peter Viereck, the lack of unifying ideals is leading 
to a "safe" and inoffensive political and social indifference. He 
writes: 

"In America, even under perfect free speech, a respectability complex 
among students and teachers can subvert the scholarly ideal of free inquiry 
more than any leftist or rightist encroachment on academic freedom."12 

At the core of the scholarly ideal of free inquiry, claims Viereck, 
is the need for discipline to learn ethical self-restraint. 13 This disci
pline enables man to live in the image of God according to a universal 
law. W ithin this law there must be, he says, effective leadership. 
Opposed to the levelling effected by irresponsible egalitarianism, 

9 Gordon Keith Chalmers, The Republic ami the Person (Chicago: Henry Regnery 
Co., 1925), p. 252. 

10 Mason, p. 159. 
11 Chalmers, p. 184. 
12 Peter Viereck, Shame and Glory of the Intellectuals (Boston: Beacon Press, 1953 ) , 

p.304. 
13 Ibid., p. 245. 
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Viereck believes in a moral aristocracy whose extensions are un
limited.14 Man must have more independence above all, he claims, 
and at the core of this independence is the search for truth which is 
attained by integrity. 

Russell Kirk also assumes a universe of order and system in which 
education disciplines the imagination of students. Kirk claims that 
Dewey and Kilpatrick have led education along a proved obsoles
cence of rational and material progress. He writes that educators 
imbued by Dewey have produced students who are like a pack of 
bird-brains who are: 

"... not stupid but bird-like, unable to keep at any occupation for more 
than a few minutes; they Butter from one thing to another, unable to 
work or to concentrate."15 

He contends, furthermore, that the educational system has been 
perverted in which disciplinary subjects like basic spelling, grammar, 
mathematics, and geography have been rejected as boring impedi
ments to social adjustment. H istory, for example, has been discarded 
for "so-called social studies." Religion and ethics are treated as so 
much "superstitious rubbish"; whereas, he proposes, education 
should be "a promise to conserve the wisdom of our ancestors ... , 
a promise to abide by the principles of social order, as expressed in 
the country's Constitution; and a promise always to put freedom of 
the mind above material advantage and the passions of the hour."16 

More specifically, Clinton Rossiter contends that it is the responsi
bility of education to transmit the heritage of man as a civilizing force 
of a God-like nature.17 History supports the commands of the law of 
God, claims Rossiter, and religion teaches the love of humanity, thus 

18placing moral values above material ones. Concurring with this 
belief in the predominance of moral values as transmitted by religion, 
Alan Valentine writes: 

"Faith in a personal God and in organized religion; faith in the per
fectabili ty of man and the certain ty of Progress; faith in fixed absolutes 
to guide thought and action ." 19 

Valentine points out, furthermore, that the Founding Fathers of 

H Ibid., pp. 221, 243. 

15 Russell Kirk, A PTOgTam fOT Conservatives (Chicago: Henry Regnery Co., 1954) , 


p. 	 54. 
16 Russell Kirk, Academic FTeedom (Chicago: Henry Regnery Co., 1955), p. 153. 
17 Clinton Rossiter, Conservatism in America (New York: Knopf, 1955 ), pp. 22-26. 
18 Ibid., pp. 47-50. 
19 Alan Valentine, The Age of Conformity (Chicago: Henry Regnery Co., 1954), 

p. 6. 
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the American Constitution realized, as Mason indicates, "that the 
quality of a democratic government depends upon the intellectual 
maturity and moral standards of the average voter."20 Valentine be
lieves that the weakening of the moral fibre in American national 
politics is due to materialistic goals in our education. He writes : 

'1t is difficult to escape the conclusion that American education is not 
elevating popular society but merely informing it, and that it is not 
preserving humane culture but diluting it." 21 

All in all , claims Bernard Iddings Bell, the nation has deteriorated 
into a "crowd culture." For this deterioration our education is to 
blame because it has not taught an appreciation of the moral values 
of the past and we have become "obfuscated by scientificism."22 T his 
crowd culture has produced a passive citizen , a recipient without the 
courage and spiritual stamina to create in the areas of literature, 
politics, sports, amusement, and art. Bell goes so far as to advocate 
that each religious group should build its own schools, financially 
supported by the state, but sponsored and directed by the religious 
group.28 

The advocates of the public school, however, have had the tend
ency to emphasize empirical science as the judgmental criterion for 
standards in education. Religion and tradition, therefore, are inter
preted as instrumen ts, not as resources of guidance. On the contrary, 
the intellectual order which results from empirical science, declare 
the advocates of tradition, evolves from the acquaintance of the 
student wi th the great minds of civilization through the study of the 
classics in a disciplined and sequential arrangemen t of studies after 
the student has mastered the basic intellectual tools and methods. 
On the other han d, public school educators believe that intellectual 
order is rela tive to cultural milieus. In activating this belief, they 
have de-emphasized classical and humanistic studies and have em
phasized scien ti£c and practical studies. All in all , the attitude of 
educators has been generally favorable to the sciences, because sci
ence has been iden tified with technological progress and the gen
erally improved material standards of living. 

The philosophy of the ancients and the religion of W estern tra
dition have, however, been gaining in popularity in the restatement 
of unifying principles. They have been justified, fur thermore, by a 

20 Mason, p. 18I. 

21 Valentine, p. 155. 

22 Bernard Iddings Bell, Crowd CultuTe (New York: Harper and Brothers, 1952), 


p.58. 
23 Ibid., pp. 67-68. 
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system of metaph ysical conceptions. American intel1ectuals have re
peatedly emphasized the basic themes as exemplified in Nonnan 
Foerster's Humanism and America, published in 1930. Foerster's 
criticism of pragmatism galvanized h umanistic scholars to project the 
return to Greek philosophy and to reaffirm the eternal ground of the 
meaning, pattern , and design of the universe in the person of God. 
T he fundamental themes of the cave and the chariot in Plato, for 
example,- have recurred in the teachings of subsequent modern phi
losophers. 

D uring W orld W ar II Jacques Maritain wrote that we were in 
danger of considering everything a myth that is not sub ject to experi
mental demonstration . In so doing, he said, we might conquer the 
Nazis, bu t they would conquer us in human values.24 T hese h uman 
values, according to R. M. Hutchins, are drawn out of the elements 
of our common human nature as the eternal principles which are 
the ultimate ends of education. 25 Maritain and H utchins are two 
voices of a constan tly growing articulate group who are pointing out 
the truth of life as it is embodied in literary tradition and in the gen
eral unifying principles which are the proper subject of education . 
It is the function of the university, they contend, to develop, elabo
rate, and refine these principles. H utchins specifies that, although 
science may confer mastery of means, it is philosophy whose reason
ing is based on self-evident principles common to the experience of 
all men which detennines the ends which these means serve. T he 
value of the facts discovered by scientific inquiry, he maintains , is 
ordered by disciplined minds toward true ends.20 

The literary humanists, the religious leaders, the conservatives, 
and th e advocates of traditional philosophy all pronounce, therefore, 
that the center of the curriculum is the view of a liberal education 
emphasizing language, literature, mathematics, and the standard 
classics of in tellectual studies. As M ason summarizes, the level of 
excellence is "measured in terms of absolute truth, goodness and 
beauty which can be raised to a maximum. Good education will help 
each human being become as good as he is capable of becoming. A 
democracy win give each of its members as much liberal education 
as he can take; in fact, no individual will be allowed to escape it. "27 

24 Jacques Maritain, Education at the Crossroads (New Haven : Yale U niversity Press, 
1943) , p . 10. 

25 R. M. H utchins, The Higher Learning in. America ( New H aven: Yale University 
Press, 1936) , p. 73. 

26 Hutchins, pp. 56-57. 
27 Mason, p. 204. 
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RELIGION AS AN ACADEMIC PRINCIPLE 
In pursuing this good education within the democracy, the Com

mission on Religion in Higher Education of the Association of Ameri
can Coneges seeks, therefore, to reinstate religion as one of the 
inclusive factors of the unifying principle of a liberal education . The 
Association of American Colleges defi nes its concept of liberal learn
ing as "inclusive rather than exclusive, embracing those disciplines 
which we call the humanities, the natural sciences, and the social 
sciences, the stressing the relevance of knowledge to man's personal 
and social concerns." The Association states, furthennore, that re
ligion is such a concern, whether positively by affirma tion of its claims 
or negatively by denial of them. The statement points out th at his
torically, in the West, the application of liberal learning to religious 
questions and phenomena has produced "that form of systematic dis
course which we call theology." It concedes that, though the reign 
of theology "as queen of the sciences has passed, the questions posed 
by theology must still be answered in each generation." These ques
tions cannot be ignored by the person who calls himself liberally 
educated. Neither may these questions be ignored by institutions of 
higher levels which offer a liberal education. 

The Association distinguishes between the study of religion as a 
scholarly discipline examining dispassionately religious concepts and 
phenomena, and "religious studies which, though scholarly, are in
tended to expound the specillc confessional commitment held by an 
institution." In making this distinction, the Commission does not 
question the righ t of an institution to expound its confessional com
mitment as effectively as it knows how; it does concern itself, h ow
ever, with the study of religion as part of an ind ividual's liberal 
education. 

The Commission's statement is consequential to the fact that in 
recent years the scholarly study of religion has become a well
developed humanistic discipline in its own right. As an area of study, 
religion requires the sam~ mastery of subject matter that any other 
academic discipline requires. The Commission emphasizes the focal 
quali ty in religion, however, by stating that "Because man's religious 
values have affected the entire range of his thought and action, the 
study of religion must draw upon the methodologies and insigh ts of 
disciplines such as archeology and history, the arts, psychology and 
psychiatry, anthropology, sociology, and philosophy." 

An adequate curriculum for the study of the liberal arts, therefore, 
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