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PHILOSOPHICAL PRINCIPLES OF LEABNING

■ J/fc must bo kept in  mind th a t  in  n a tu r a l  th in g s ,  a th in g  may p r e e x is t  poten
t i a l l y  in  a tw ofold  manners in  one way in  a c t i v e . complete p o t e n t i a l i t y . th a t  
i s ,  when the i n t r i n s i c  p r in c ip le  i s  s u f f i c i e n t l y  a b le  to  bring i t  to  p e r f e c t  
a c t u a l i t y ,  as i s  e v id e n t  in  h e a lin g ,  f o r  through the e f f i c a c y  of nature in  
the s i c k  person, he i s  brought to  h e a lt h .  In another way a th in g can p re 
e x i s t  in  p a ssive  p o t e n t i a l i t y  as when the i n t r i n s i c  p r in c ip le  i s  not s u f f i 
c ie n t  to  educe i t  to  a c t u a l i t y ,  as i s  o v id en t when f i r e  i s  made from a i r  fo r  
m i l  cannot be done through any power e x is t in g  in  the a i r .  When, t h e r e fo r e ,  
something e x i s t s  in  a c t i v e ,  complete p o t e n t i a l i t y ,  the e x t r i n s i c  agen t a c ts  
only by h elp in g  tho i n t r i n s i c  agent and by m in is te r in g  to  i t  those th in g s  
by means o f which i t  comes fo r t h  in to  a c t u a l i t y ,  j u s t  as a doctor in  h e a lin g  
i s  a m in iste r  to  nature which does the p r in c ip a l  work- m in iste r in g  by a b e t
t in g  nature and by ap p lyin g  tho medicines which nature uses as instrum ents 
fo r  h e a l in g .  But when something p r e e x is t s  in  p a s s iv e  p o t e n t i a l i t y  o n ly ,th e n  
the e x t r i n s i c  agent i s  th a t  which does the p r in c ip a l  work in  b r in g in g  i t  from 
potency to  a c t ,  ju s t  f i r e -  makes from a i r  f i r e  in  a c t  what i s  f i r e  in  poten
t i a l i t y .  K now ledgekthorefore, p r e e x is t s  in  the l e a r n e r . not in  tho p u rely  
p a ssiv e  p o t e n t i a l i t y . but in  a c t iv e  p o t e n t i a l i t y . Otherwise man could not 
by h im s e lf  acqu ire  knowledge.

Just as a person may be cured in  a tw ofo ld  manner, through tho o p e ra tio n  of 
nature alone or through nature w ith  the a id  of m edicine, so there i s  a two
f o ld  manner of a c q u ir in g  knowledge, tho one when the n a tu ra l  reason  o f  i t 
s e l f  comes to  a knowledge of tho un natural reason , which i s  c a l le d  i n s t r u c 
t i o n . Now, in  those th in g s  which arc  done by nature and a r t ,  a r t  works in  
tho same way and by tho same means th a t  nature does, f o r  ju s t  as nature in  
one s u f f e r in g  from co ld  induces h e a lth  by wtarming him, so does the d o c to r .  
Hence, a r t  i s  sa id  to  im ita te  n a tu r e . S im i la r ly ,  i t  happens in  the a q c u i s i -  
t io n  of knowledge th a t  the one teachin g loads another to  tho knowledge of 
the unknown in  the same way as he ( le a r n e r )  would lead  h im se lf  to  c o g n it io n  
of an unknown in  d is c o v e r y .  Now, the process of reason  in  one who a r r iv e s  
a t  a c o g n it io n  of an unknown in  d is c o v e ry  i s  tho a p p l ic a t io n  of g e n e r a l ,  
s e l f - e v i d e n t  p r in c ip le s  to  d e f i n i t e  m atters , and by proceeding from them to  
p a r t i c u la r  con clu sion s  and from these to  o th e rs .  Hence, ono man i s  sa id  to 
teach  another because the teacher proposes to  another by means of symbols 
the d is c u r s iv e  process  which ho h im solf  goes through by n a tu ra l  re a so n , and 
thus tho n a tu r a l  rea so n  o f  tho p u p il  comes to  a c o g n it io n  of the unknown 
through tho a id  o f what was proposed to  him as w ith  a id  o f  in stru m en ts.

A s, then a doctor i s  sa id  to  cause h e a lt h  in  a s i c k  person through tho op
e r a t io n  of n atu re , so man i s  sa id  to  cause knowledge in  another through the 
o p e ra tio n  of the le a r n e r * s  n a tu ra l  reason  -  and t h is  i s  to  te a c h . Hence, 
one man i s  sa id  to  te a ch  another and to  bo h is  Ba^4y^a»*#^PF̂ c o r d in g  to  
t h is  the Philosopher says (IP o s t ,c o m ,5 ) ? th a t  a ld o m o n stra t io n lls  a s y l lo g is m  
th a t  causes knowledge0 But i f  someone proposes*ro!-!!WKs#,S'i!i^V''tfi oso th in g s  which 
are not included in  s e l f - e v i d e n t  p r in c ip le s  or though in cluded are  not s e l f -  
e v id e n t  he does not cause knowledge in  him but perhaps opinion or b e l i e f . 
However, even b e l i e f  i s  caused from in n ate  p r i n c i p l e s ,  because from s e l f -  
e v id e n t  p r in c ip le s  th em selves, a man con sid ers  th a t  those th in gs  which n ec- 
o s s a r i l y  fo l lo w  from these th in gs must bo held as c e r t a in ,  and th a t  those 
which are c o n tra ry ,  to  them must bo r e je c t e d  e n t i r e l y 5 but th a t  to  other 
consequents he may e i t h e r  a ssen t or n o t .  But t h is  kind of l i g h t  o f  reason  
by which p r in c ip le s  of t h is  kind are known to  us i s  implanted in  us by God, 
b e in g ,  as i t  wore, a l ik e n e s s  of uncreated tru th  r e f l e c t e d  in  u s . Hence, 
s in ce  no human teach in g  can have e f f i c a c y  except by v i r t u e  of t h is  l i g h t ,  
i t  i s  o v id en t th a t  God alono i s  Ho who teaches i n t e r i o r l y and p r i n c i p a l l y ,  
ju s t  as nature h e a ls  i t s e l f  i n t e r i o r l y  and even p r i n c i p a l l y .  N e v e rth e le s s ,  
dan i s  p ro p erly  sa id  to  cure and to  te a ch  in  the a fo r e s a id  manner.

— from Mayer, Mary H elen ,"P h ilosop h y of Teaching o f  S t .  Thomas." pp.H-S-^



THE SO C R A TIC  OR NATURAL METHOD TEACHING 
■: k '

The S o c r a t ic  method of teachin g i s  the very core o f l i b e r a l  e d u ca tio n . I t s  
'p l a c e  in  education  may be i l l u s t r a t e d  by an analogy w ith  medicine 5 th ere  i s  a 

c lo s e  r e l a t i o n  between the a r t  of h e a lin g  and the a r t  of te a c h in g .

The analogy stems from a d i s t i n c t i o n  made by H ippocrates some twenty-two 
hundred y ea rs  ago. H ippocrates c l a s s i f i e d  a l l  the means of h e a lin g  the s ic k  
in to  throe s e c t io n s .  F i r s t ,  he s a id ,  you can take the p a t ie n t  and c o n tr o l  
h is  regime - h is  hours of s le e p in g  and r i s i n g ,  h is  c l im a te ,  how he w orks, 
what he e a t s .  Second, you can g iv e  the p a t ie n t  m edicine. Third, you can do 
s u rg e r y .  These th r e e ,  he sa id  ,a re  d e s ir a b le  in  th a t  o rd e r. The b e s t  way 
to  cure d ise a se  i s  by c o n t r o l l in g  the p a t i e n t ’ s reg im e. I f  th a t  d o e sn ’ t
work you may r e s o r t  to  m edicine, 
gory -  but only as a l a s t  r e s o r t ,

F i n a l l y ,  as a l a s t  r e s o r t ,  you may do su r-  
f o r  su rgery  doos v io le n c e  to  n a tu re ,  where

as the a r t  of the p h y s ic ia n  i s  to  work w ith  nature and h e lp  i t ,

That in s ig h t  of H ippocrates can bo a p p lie d  not only to  medicine but to  any 
a r t  which cooperates w ith  n a tu re . Teaching i s  such an a r t ,  f o r  the mind i s  
intended by nature to  grow and to  d e ve lo p . Just as a good p h y s ic ia n  i s  one 
who h e lp s  the body h e a l  i t s e l f ,  the good teacher i s  the person who h elp s  
the mind le a r n  by i t s e l f .

The tech niques of tea ch in g  can bo put in  much the same terms as H ippocrates 
put the techniques of h e a l in g .  R oversoing H ip p o c ra te s ’ order, th ere  i s ,  
f i r s t ,  in d o c t r in a t io n , which c o n s is t s  in  fo r c in g  acceptance o f b e l i e f  w ith 
out understanding. Second, there i s  the im parting o f knowledge and inform a
t io n  through le c t u r e s  and te x tb o o k s ; t h is  can be done w ith ou t f o r c i n g ,  but 
i t  in v o lv e s  the s t u d e n t ’ s acce p tin g  m a te r ia l  w ith ou t f u l l y  t e s t in g  i t s  s i g 
n i f i c a n c e .  Third, th ere i s  the S o c r a t ic  Method of q u estio n in g  and d is c u s 
sin g  to  encourage the mind to  work as i t  i s  n a t u r a l ly  d isp osed . Of these

til, l i k e  su rg e ry , i s  w orst in  i t s  
Les something out by f o r c e ,  in d o c t r in a t io n  puts something in  

L ectu res and textbooks are n ot so d r a s t i c ,  but they are s t i l l  
a r t i f i c i a l  d e v ic e s  

but make'the mind a c t  in  i t s

th r e e ,  in d o c tr in a t io n ,?
surgery 
f o r c e . 
medicine

take
d r a s t i c ,  

But q u estio n in g  and

v io le n c e ,  f o r  j u s t  asby
, l i k e  

d is c u s s io n  do (nothing
own way,

I t  may bo ob jected  t h a t ,  i f  the mind develops n a t u r a l ly , there i s
m

fo r  a teach er 
can be taught th a t  
sonfor te a ch e rs  i s

S t r i c t l y  speaking, t h is  i s  t r u e ,  
ho cannot, g iv e n  tim e, le a rn  
th a t  they a s s i s t

no need 
There i s  nothing anybody 

fo r  h im s e l f .  The only rea-
______________ ___________the le a rn in g  p r o c e s s . The only d i s t i n c 

t i o n  betwoen d is c o v e ry  and good in s t r u c t io n  i s  th a t  good in s t r u c t io n  i s  a id 
ed d is c o v e r y .  Learning by good in s t r u c t io n  i s  d is c o v e r in g  the th in g  by your* 
s e l f  w ith  someone e l s e  guiding and f a c i l i t a t i n g  the p r o c e s s 5 and te a c h in g ,  
when done r i g h t l y ,  i s  a process not of im parting something but of a id in g  ihe 
le a r n e r  to  d is c o v e r .  I t  was t h is  con cep tion  of te a ch in g  th a t  S o c ra te s  had 
when ho d escrib ed  h im s e lf  as a midwife atten d in g  a t  the b i r t h  of id e a s .  I t
i s  the student who i s  the mother o f the ideas 
who f i n a l l y  produces the b r a in - c h i ld ,  the ido. 
m o t h e r . . .o f  the knowledge in  a s t u d e n t ’ s mind

who has the labor nains and 
The midwife i s  not the

The instrum ents of i n t e l l e c t u a l  midwifery are q u e s t io n s .  The p ro cess  in  
which the instrum ents are used i s  d is c u s s io n ,  in  which qu estions are asked 
and answered ( in  r e la t e d  sequ en ce), le a d in g  to  more qu estio n s  and to  opposite  
answers, u lt im a te ly  reach in g  a statem ent of a l l  is s u e s  and perhaps some a -  
greemont or some understanding of the t r u t h .  The m o d ific a t io n  o f  the So
c r a t i c  Method i s  n ecessa ry  because not a l l  te a ch e rs  a r e ,  in  f a c t ,  S o c r a te s .
By them selves they do not have a l l  the q u a l i f i c a t i o n s  of i n t e l l e c t u a l  mid
w i f e r y .  S o cra tes  was a very w ise man who had an understanding not only of 
the p ro cess  of the b i r t h  o f  id e a s ,  but o f the nature of id eas  th em selves. A 
te a c h e r ,  in  order to use the p r i s t i n e  S o c r a t ic  method, needs to  be w is e r  than 
h is  p u p i l .
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