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Within the last year the role of the intellectual in American society has been submitted to a 

searching scrutiny rarely if ever before witnessed in this country. Some of these critiques, 

such as the comments of Russell Kirk and Clinton Rossiter, have been more immediately 

concerned with the relation of the intellectual to what has been termed the "new 

conservatism."1 The greater number, however, have taken a broader view, and have sought 

to trace the causes for the anti-intellectual temper of our society, and to suggest ways that 

will enable the intellectual to move out of the isolated and suspect position to which so many 

of his fellow citizens have assigned him. In this latter category mention might be made of the 

stimulating essays of Francis G. Wilson, Phillip Blair Rice, Robert F. Fitch, Henry Steele 

Commager, John U. Nef, and Merle Curti.2 The authors of all these articles are themselves 

intellectuals. The sincerity with which they approach their task is manifest, and the loyalty 

which they demonstrate to the highest ideals of their profession will prove heartening to 

anyone who has chosen a vocation to the intellectual life. Their analysis reveals a universal 

agreement that the situation of the intellectual in the United States has been, and is at the 

present time, deplorable. But what gives to the observations of these scholars a truly 

refreshing quality is the healthy spirit of self-criticism which most of them display. In general 

one may say that there is among them a fundamental agreement with the judgement of 

Commager when he remarks of the American intellectuals, "They have failed to enlist the 

great mass of their countrymen in the common cultural and intellectual enterprise necessary 

for the Republic's progress and security."3 

In view of this fact, therefore, the subject of the historical record of American Catholics in 

intellectual affairs is a very timely one. For the position of the Catholic intellectual in the 

United States is not basically different from that of his non-Catholic colleague. In fact, in 
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some ways it may even be worse. In any case, nothing but good can result for all who are 

concerned with this problem from a discussion of the historic background and present status 

of the Catholic intellectual, especially when the discussion is conducted in the same candid 

and critical spirit that has characterized the writings to which reference has been made. 

Fourteen years ago one of the most perceptive of living foreign observers of American life 

and institutions, Denis W. Borgan, professor of political science in the University of 

Cambridge, stated in a book on the United States: "… in no Western society is the 

intellectual prestige of Catholicism lower than in the country where, in such respects as 

wealth, numbers, and strength of organization, it is so powerful."4 No well-informed 

American Catholic will attempt to challenge that statement. Admittedly, the weakest aspect 

of the Church in this country lies in its failure to produce national leaders and to exercise 

commanding influence in intellectual circles, and this at a time when the number of 

Catholics in the United States is exceeded only by those of Brazil and Italy, and their 

material resources are incomparably superior to those of any other branch of the universal 

Church. What, one may ask, is the explanation of this striking discrepancy? The remainder 

of this paper will be devoted to an attempt to answer that question by a development of 

certain major points based, for the most part, on the history of the American Church. 

The first point, namely, the implanting in this soil of a deep anti-Catholic prejudice by the 

original English settlers in the early seventeenth century, requires no elaborate proof for any 

educated American. One has but to read the exhaustive monograph of Sister Mary Augustina 

Ray, B.V.M., on eighteenth-century America, or the general work of Gustavus Myers,5 to 

understand how thoroughly hostile to all things Catholic great numbers of Americans have 

always been and the pains that they have taken to perpetuate that bias since it first entered 

the stream of American history at Jamestown and Plymouth Rock. In the spring of 1942 I 

had the fact brought home to me in a forceful way when Professor Arthur M. Schlesinger, 

Sr., of Harvard University, one of the outstanding authorities in American social history, 

remarked to me during a friendly chat in Cambridge, "I regard the bias against your Church 

as the most persistent prejudice in the history of the American people." Any notion that this 
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sentiment was only a part of our past has been thoroughly dispelled by the substantial 

support afforded to groups like the Protestants and Other Americans United for Separation 

of Church and State since World War II. 

Historically speaking, therefore, the American intellectual climate has been aloof and 

unfriendly to Catholic thought and ideas, when it has not been openly hostile, and it places 

no burden upon the imagination to appreciate how this factor his militated against a strong 

and vibrant intellectual life among the Catholics of this country. All but the most sanguine 

of men feel discouragement in circumstances of this kind and the majority usually five way 

to the natural tendency to slacken their efforts. What is more serious, the presence of so 

widespread a prejudice among the great majority of the population prompts the minority to 

withdraw into itself and to assume the attitude of defenders of a besieged fortress. That this 

situation had such an effect on many Catholics, there is no doubt. Even so brave and 

talented a man as John Carroll, the first American Catholic bishop, revealed the timidity 

engendered among the Catholics of his day by hatred of their Church when he was 

compelled to go into print in 1784 to refute a subtle attack on Catholic doctrine from the 

first American apostate priest. As Carroll remarked, "I could not forget, in the beginning, 

progress, and conclusion of it, that the habits of thinking, the prejudices, perhaps even the 

passion of many of may readers, would be set against all the arguments I could 

offer…"6 How many Catholics since Carroll's day could attest to the same reluctance when 

they sought to exercise their talents in behalf of Catholic truth? And yet anti-Catholic bias 

should not be advance as the prime factor in this situation. More damaging than its direct 

effect on the intellectual shortcomings of American Catholics, has probably been the 

fostering by this historic bias of an over-eagerness in Catholic circles for apologetics rather 

than pure scholarship. 

A second major consideration which helps to account for the failure of American Catholics 

to make a notable mark upon the intellectual life of their country is the character and 

background of the major portion of the people who, until a relatively recent date, made up 

the Church in the United States. From the 1820's, when the Irish began immigrating to the 
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new world in large numbers, to the 1920's, when Congress locked the doors upon all but a 

small proportion of the immigrants who sought these shores, the Catholic Church was faced 

with the staggering task of absorbing an estimated 9,317,000 immigrants of its faith.7 We do 

not need to be told what the immigrant status implied by way of poverty, hardship, yes, and 

even illiteracy. Most of us learned it from tales told by our grandparents within the intimacy 

of the family circle. And since we have had the advantage of a finished education and know 

what that requires, we can easily understand how impossible it was for our ancestors to 

produce anything approaching a thriving intellectual life. Moreover, the grave responsibility 

that the unceasing waves of immigrants imposed upon the leaders of the Church to see that 

they had the rudiments of religious instruction and the facilities for Mass and the sacraments, 

left little time, funds, or leisure for a more highly cultivated training. Brogan understands 

that fact. In 1941 he wrote: 

Not until this generation has the Church been given time (with the cessation of mass 

immigration) to take breath and take stock. One result of this preoccupation with the 

immigrants has been that the Catholic Church in America has counted for astonishingly 

little in the formation of the American intellectual climate…"8 

It is only the exceptional man--for example, John Gilmary Shea 9, the historian of the 

American Church--who can make headway in the world of scholarship amid crippling 

poverty and the harassing anxiety of providing a living for himself and his dependents. That 

was the lot of most of the Catholics in this country in Shea's generation and before, and that 

there should have resulted a pitifully meager record of accomplishment in the things of the 

mind is thus quite understandable. 

But even if the energies of the American Catholic body down to a generation ago had not 

been so completely absorbed in the primary duty of assimilating the millions of immigrants, 

any true intellectual distinction--had it been there--would have met with very slight 

appreciation in the United States. Historically Americans have been wary of their scholars, 

and it is doubtful if there is a major nation in the world whose history reveals more suspicion 
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of its academicians than our own. It is now 120 years since de Toqueville published his 

famous book on American institutions, and among his many wise observations he stated: 

In the United States the people do not hate the higher classes of society, but are not 

favorably inclined towards them and carefully exclude them from the exercise of authority. 

They do not fear distinguished talents, but are rarely fond of them. In general, everyone who 

rises without their aid seldom obtains their favor.10 

The prevalence of this egalitarian spirit and the leveling process which it inspired prompted 

Orestes Brownson to inveigh against the American practice of dethroning all distinction 

when he delivered the commencement address at Mount Saint Mary's College in 1853. On 

that occasion he pleaded with the graduates to resist with might and main this tendency 

which he characterized as "the grand heresy of our age."11 Nor have matters greatly 

improved since the time of de Toqueville and Brownson, for it has been our own generation 

that has given birth to the terms "brain trusters" and "egg heads" to designate the popular 

concept of professors who have descended from Mount Olympus to engage actively in the 

realm of public affairs. 

In this respect, I regret to say, I can see no appreciable difference between the attitudes 

assumed by American Catholics and those commonly held among their fellow countrymen 

of other religious faiths. The historian looks in vain--always excepting the lonely few--for a 

higher evaluation and a more understanding attitude toward the pursuits of the mind among 

those who are Catholic in this country. In that - as in so many other ways--the Catholics are, 

and have been, thoroughly American, and they have shown no more marked disposition to 

foster scholarship and to honor intellectual achievement than have any other group. In this 

their European coreligionists have often been far in advance of them. One recalls, for 

example, the splendid efforts made by the Belgian hierarchy, their priests and people, in 

rallying so bravely--and so successfully--behind Rector Pierre F.X. de Ram and his colleagues 

in 1834 in restoring the great Catholic University of Louvain. In terms of the comparative 

attitudes of many American and European Catholics to matters of this kind, it would be 

gratifying to record that the Catholics of the United States were an exception to the witty 
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extravagance of a certain dean who once remarked that "in the Old World an ordinary 

mortal on seeing a professor tipped his hat while in America he tapped his head."12 But, 

alas, as far as my reading and observation enable me to speak, I find no grounds for the 

exception. 

One of the principal reasons for the lack of such an exception is, I think, the absence of an 

intellectual tradition among American Catholics. Obviously the establishment of such a 

tradition was impossible amid the stifling persecution and discrimination which Catholics 

experienced in colonial America. With the dawn of religious liberty after the American 

Revolution there was a brief span of years when it seemed that a tradition of this kind was 

slowly taking root among the families of the Maryland Catholic gentry. For the personal 

wealth of some of these families like the Carrolls, the Neales, and the Brookes, along with 

their deep and ardent Catholic faith, had enabled them to send their children to Europe 

where they acquired an education that was second to none among Americans of their 

generation. Moreover, when the French Revolution had turned violently anticlerical in the 

1790's there came to this country a large number of highly cultivated French priests who 

exercised a strong and uplifting influence upon the intellectual life of the small and 

beleaguered Catholic body. One has but to recall the names of Francois Matingon, Jean 

Chevrus, Simon Brute, Benedict Flaget, and Gabriel Richard--all men of a finished 

education, fine personal libraries, and a deep love of learning--to know what is meant. But 

before this high promise of the early nineteenth century had time to attain fulfillment the 

arrival of the great mass of immigrants dissipated the early hope for intellectual distinction 

which faded away before the all-important task of saving souls. 

As the mid-century approached, it is true, there came another ray of hope when a small band 

of intellectual converts afforded a temporary expectation that the American Church might 

witness an Oxford Movement of its own. Within the single decade of the 1840's Orests 

Brownson, Augustine Hewit, Isaac Hecker, Anna Hanson Dorsey, George Allen, Clarence 

Walworth, James Roosevelt Bayley, Jedidiah Huntington, William Henry Anderson, and 

Joseph Chandler found their way into the Church. They were all native-born Americans of 
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prominent families, most of them had received that best American education of their time in 

predominantly Protestant schools, and practically all of them were of a literary turn of mind 

and might be termed intellectuals. They did, indeed, lift the intellectual tone of Catholicism 

in this country. But the predominant cast had already been given to the religious society they 

now entered, and the fact that in the decade of their conversion the immigrant population 

accounted for 700,000 out of the 1,606,000 Catholics in the country by 1850, would 

explain in good measure the relatively slight impression which this little band of converts 

made upon the intellectual life of the vast majority of their coreligionists. With the latter the 

all-absorbing ambition was to find a livelihood and to make the minimum of necessary 

adjustments to their new environment. In the end the native-born converts with their 

thoroughly American background were no more successful than the European-educated and 

European-born Catholics of an earlier generation in establishing a lasting intellectual 

tradition. 

It was the conviction of the need for a tradition of this kind in the American Church that 

inspired some of the finest passages of the sermon preached by John Lancaster Spalding, 

Bishop of Peoria, during the Third Plenary Council of Baltimore. To Spalding the time was 

long overdue for the Catholics of this country to stand forth and give the lie to the inherited 

prejudice of millions of Americans that the Church was the mother of ignorance. Catholic 

conduct during the nation's wars, he remarked, had convinced all bit the most unreasonable 

of the depth and sincerity of their patriotism. But in the intellectual order, it was another 

matter. Thus said Spalding: 

When our zeal for intellectual excellence shall have raised up men who will take place among 

the first writers and thinkers of their day their very presence will become the most persuasive 

of arguments to teach the world that no best gift is at war with the spirit of Catholic 

faith…13 

Five years later at the centennial of the American hierarchy John Ireland, Archbishop of St. 

Paul, made a similar plea to the Catholics of the United States to strive for leadership in 

intellectual circles. He stated: 
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This is an intellectual age. It worships intellect. It tries all things by the touchstone of 

intellect … The Church herself will be judged by the standard of intellect. Catholics must 

excel in religious knowledge … They must be in the foreground of intellectual movements of 

all kinds. The age will not take kindly to religious knowledge separated from secular 

knowledge.14 

Yet in spite of the stirring pleas of bishops like Spalding and Ireland, and of the constant and 

heroic efforts of editors like Brownson in his Quarterly Review, of Hecker in the Catholic 

World, and of James A. Corcoran in the American Catholic Quarterly Review, the vast 

majority of Catholics remained relatively impervious to the intellectual movements of their 

time. A fact which demonstrates clearly the failure of an intellectual tradition to have taken 

root among them up to the closing years of the last century relates to the Catholic University 

of America. When the American hierarchy opened the University in November, 1889, the 

native-born Catholics of this country were so devoid of scholarly distinction that the first 

rector, John J. Keane, was compelled to recruit his original faculty of eight men from among 

six foreign-born professors and two American-born converts.15 One could scarcely find a 

more striking illustration of intellectual impoverishment than this, especially when it is 

remembered that Bishop Keane had sought in every way possible to avoid the charge of 

"foreignism" which groups like the A.P.A. were then leveling against his infant institution. 

 One of the main reasons why the American Church after a century of organized existence in 

the United States found itself with no intellectual tradition was, I am convinced again, due 

to the character and background of its adherent. Had there been a sufficiently large number 

of American Catholic families with several generations of a solid tradition and love of 

learning in their midst, the appeals of men like Brownson and Spalding might, indeed, have 

borne more fruit. The La Farge family is a case in point. In the correspondence of John La 

Farge, the artist, during his school days at Mount Saint Mary's College in Emmitsburg one 

finds, for example, that before La Farge had reached his sixteenth birthday he had in the 

course of two and a half months requested his father to send him works of Herodotus, 

Plautus, Catullus, Theocritus, Dryden, Goldsmith, Michelet, Moliere, Corneille, and Victor 
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Hugo.16 And that the love of books acquired by the great artist was passed on to his 

children, was recently witnessed when his Jesuit son published his interesting memoirs and 

described how seriously reading was taken in the La Farge household. There his uncles, 

Thomas Sergeant Perry, professor of English at Harvard, his father, and his mother read 

regularly to the children from the best books. Out of habits such as these there developed a 

taste for good literature and Father La Farge tells us: 

One day in August when I was about thirteen, I finished devouring Boswell's Life of 

Johnson and a feeling of desolation came over me as I turned the last page … Then the bright 

idea occurred to me, why not read the two fat volumes through again? It was a wise choice 

and I shall never regret it. 17 

That is the kind of background from which true intellectuals are born, but how many 

American Catholic families are there of whom that could be said? This is what John J. 

Wynne, S.J., had in mind when he discussed with Monsignor Edward A. Pace in the letters 

they exchanged early in this century the need for stimulating Catholics to read. As Wynne 

remarked on one occasion, the habit of reading must be started in the home. "We must, 

therefore, devise some means," he said, "of inculcating this habit in the home of our people; 

otherwise we shall be providing books for our own bookshelves or for the libraries of a small 

number of priests and a few seminaries."18 

It is a sad fact but, I think, a true one that on the whole American Catholic families have 

largely failed in this regard, just as the families of Americans generally have failed. The 

tradition that established itself in the La Farge family circle has never enjoyed wide 

acceptance in Catholic households, and when an attempt to foster such a tradition is 

sometimes made in Catholic institutions of higher education it is often found that the effort 

has come too late. 

But the lack of serious reading habits is not the only national characteristic which the 

Catholics of the United States have thoroughly imbibed. From the time when the Duc de 

Liancourt traveled through the states along the eastern seaboard in the 1790's and wrote one 

of the earliest books by a foreigner on the new Republic, to the essays of recent observers like 
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Evelyn Waugh, few visitors from abroad have neglected to comment on the American 

attachment to material goods and the desire to make a fortune as dominant characteristics of 

our society. One is reminded of the emphasis that Plato gave to this point when he said that 

"in proportion as riches and rich men are honoured in the State, virtue and the virtuous are 

dishonoured. And what is honoured is cultivated, and that which has no honour is 

neglected."19That this has been true from the beginning of our national life was the burden 

of some of the finest chapters of Henry Adams' famous History. Speaking of New England, 

where one might expect to find the best that the young Republic had to offer, Adams said: 

The intellectual wants of the community grew with the growing prosperity; by the names of 

half-a-dozen persons could hardly be mentioned whose memories survived by intellectual 

work made public in Massachusetts between 1783 and 1800.20 

If that was true of the green wood of New England Protestantism after a century or more of 

Harvard and Yale, what was one to say of the dry in the small and despised community of 

American Catholicism? Moreover, time saw no improvement for, as Adams noted, the more 

the seemingly inexhaustible riches of this vast land were unearthed the more fixed did the 

American ideal of wealth become in the national mind. The fact lent plausibility to 

Brownson's indictment at the mid-century when he deplored the dethroning of every vestige 

of true aristocracy and distinction as a result of the French revolution of 1789, 1830, and 

1848, to which he added: 

Such are rapidly becoming our own American nobility, or aristocracy. Our gentlemen are 

bankers, sharpers, brokers, stock-jobbers, traders, peculators, attorneys, pettifoggers, and in 

general worshippers of mammon.21 

As far as I can see, it would be difficult to maintain that the picture has changed essentially 

since Brownson wrote his trenchant lines in 1853. 

Here, too the prevailing American ethos took captive the Catholics as well as those affiliated 

with other churches. In no single phase of national life have Catholics made the contribution 

to leadership which might be expected of them, but if there be any exception to this general 

statement, it almost certainly lies in the field of business. For example, six years ago William 

Boston College -- Office of University Mission and Ministry

http://www.bc.edu/offices/mission/ 10

http://www.bc.edu/offices/mission/exploring/cathuniv/ellis_intellectual_life.html#notes19�
http://www.bc.edu/offices/mission/exploring/cathuniv/ellis_intellectual_life.html#notes20�
http://www.bc.edu/offices/mission/exploring/cathuniv/ellis_intellectual_life.html#notes21�


Miller of Harvard made a study of 187 business leaders and 163 political leaders for the first 

ten years of the twentieth century. In neither category were the Catholics distinguished, but 

it is worthy of note that they comprised almost double (7 per cent) the number of leaders in 

business that they did in politics (4 per cent) during the years 1900-1910.22 A similar 

investigation by Liston Pope, professor of social ethics in Yale University, which centered 

around the years 1939-1946 tended to bear out the same conclusion. In this case a scrutiny 

of the relation between the religious affiliation and economic status of Protestants and 

Catholics at the opening of the 1940's led to the equally interesting observation that, 

"Protestantism had a larger representation from the lower class and Catholicism had more 

middle-class members than popular generalizations have assumed."23 In other words, 

Catholics have moved up the economic ladder beyond the rung where popular impression 

had placed them. 

 I was sufficiently intrigued by the data contained in these articles to institute an 

investigation among the students of my seminar on the subject of Catholic leadership in the 

three fields of business, politics, and scholarship during the 1940's. Their findings were, of 

course, quite tentative in nature, but they did indicate that, relatively speaking, Catholic 

business leadership on a national scale in those years ran ahead of leadership in national 

politics, and it made the showing by Catholics who had attained national recognition 

through productive scholarship seem insignificant by comparison.24 There is, then, warrant 

for saying that Catholics have not only shown an increasing participation in the native 

penchant for making money, but that, all things considered, they have probably attained 

more distinction in the business world than they have in any other sector of American life.25 

But has the arrival of a fairly large number of American Catholic business men at the status 

of millionaires--many of whom are college graduates--occasioned any notable change in their 

attitude toward or increase in their support of the intellectual pursuits of their coreligionists? 

That question brings us to the sixth major point which I should like to make, namely, the 

failure of Catholics in posts of leadership, both clerical and lay, to understand fully, or to 

appreciate in a practical way, the value of the vocation of the intellectual. First, to return to 
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the question of the laity, the answer is not, I believe, a clear Yes or an unqualified No. About 

the only norm of judgment that one can apply to their attitude, unless one knows them 

personally, is their outward action in the form of endowments of the things of the mind. In 

that respect one can say that the situation at present reveals a higher appreciation of 

intellectual values on the part of Catholics of wealth than it did two generations ago when, to 

be sure, the number possessing large fortunes was much smaller. To cite once more the 

history of my own University, with which I am best acquainted, I think it was somewhat 

significant that when the committee of the hierarchy sought funds for the institution in the 

1880's they received only two gifts of really large size, the sum of $300,000 from Miss Mary 

Gwendolyn Caldwell and $100,000 from Eugene Kelly of New York. Moreover, in the sixty-

six years that the University has been in existence there have not been more than about ten 

instances where bequests of $100,000 or more have been receive from individual American 

Catholics of wealth, and in only one case did the amount approach the million mark when 

the residue of the estate of Theodore B. Basselin, who died in April, 1914, brought to the 

University nearly $900,000 for the endowment of scholarships for students studying for the 

priesthood. 

But if the Catholic University of America has not been especially fortunate in this regard, in 

recent years some of its sister institutions have fared better. To mention only a few examples, 

the College of St. Thomas and the University of Notre Dame have benefited handsomely 

from the generosity of Ignatius A. O'Shaughnessy, Loyola University, Chicago, from that of 

Francis J. Lewis, and Mount Saint Mary's College, Emmitsburg, and Notre Dame from a 

like generosity on the part of Thomas W. Pangborn. All things considered, the last two 

decades have seen improvement in the financial support given to intellectual enterprises by 

Catholics of wealth in this country. Furthermore, the current awareness which many 

American business leaders are demonstrating of their responsibility toward higher education 

is a happy augury, and it gives rise to the hope that the Catholics among them will now step 

forward and identify themselves strongly with this movement. The Knights of Columbus 

have given them a splendid example by their recent gift to Saint Louis University for the 
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microfilming of the manuscripts in the Vatican Library, a benefaction which will prove of 

inestimable value to the prestige and future possibilities of American Catholic scholarship. 

To date, however, it may be truly said that the over-all record of intelligent appreciation and 

high evaluation for the intellectual activities of their Church on the part of wealthy Catholic 

lay leaders has not been an impressive one. 

While on the subject of the laity's role in matters of this kind it is pertinent to observe that 

whatever assistance wealthy Catholic laymen may see fit to give to the advancement of 

scholarship in the Church's institutions of higher learning will, in good measure, redound to 

the benefit of their fellow laymen far more than it will to the clergy. The percentage of lay 

teachers at every level of American Catholic education has been steadily increasing of late 

years, and this is especially true of the colleges and universities. For example, in the academic 

year 1952-1953 laymen composed 73.8 per cent of the entire faculty of the Catholic 

University of America,26 and in the same year of 753 members of the teaching staff of 

Marquette University 700 were drawn from the laity.27 This situation is entirely as it should 

be, for the layman and laywoman have an important part to play in the educational 

enterprises of the Church and, in fact, Catholic scholarship and learning, generally speaking, 

would be improved by giving to the laity more of a voice in the shaping of educational policy 

and in the active administration of the Catholic colleges and universities of the United 

States.28 

That brings us to the role played by the clerical leaders of the American Church. In anything 

that is said or written on the subject of either the clerical or lay leaders in the Church of the 

United States, it should be constantly kept in mind that, mutatis mutandis, the vast majority 

of them have been men of their own generation, reflecting--apart from the dogmatic and 

moral views which they held as Catholics--the predominant attitudes and prevailing 

tendencies of their time. Thus the solemn dignity and stately bearing of Archbishop Carroll 

suggested the eighteenth-century gentleman of Washington's generation in a way that might 

even seem a trifle stuffy to a twentieth-century prelate. Again, the bold and somewhat 

raucous utterance of a Bishop England and an Archbishop Hughes, faced as they were by the 
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virulent attacks on their immigrant flocks during the era of nativism and the Know-

Nothings, would probably appear out of place to Bishop Russell and Cardnial Farley, their 

successors in the Sees of Charleston and New York forty years ago, when the Church had by 

that time entered upon an age of impressive strength and security. In the same sense the 

bishops and major superiors of the religious orders of this generation reveal, it seems to me, 

the characteristics of their time, for among them one will find men whose executive and 

administrative talents are of a very high order. It is fortunate that this is so, for it is no 

exaggeration to say that the Catholic Church of the United States has become "big business" 

in the typically American meaning of that term. And, we may add, woe to Catholic interests 

if the bishops and the heads of the principal religious orders were not men who possessed the 

ability to cope with the problems that the far-flung commitments of the American Church 

now daily impose upon them!29 

Yet it is to be regretted that the pressing tasks of administration leave so little time and 

leisure to these spiritual superiors for a more active participation and effective encouragement 

to intellectual concerns. Their backgrounds do not account for the lack of it, for they are 

basically the same as that of the Catholic intellectuals themselves. That point was made clear 

by Archbishop Cushing in 1947 when he stated to the ninth annual convention of the 

C.I.O. meeting in his see city: 

I have said this before, but it is important to repeat it here: in all the American hierarchy, 

resident in the United States, there is not known to me one Bishop, Archbishop or Cardinal 

whose father or mother was a college graduate. Every one of our Bishops and Archbishops is 

the son of a working man and a working man's wife.30 

Many of these prelates of whom the Archbishop of Boston spoke are, of course, themselves 

college graduates, and a considerable number of them are the products of graduate training 

in fields like theology, philosophy, canon law, education, and social work. To be sure, these 

are not per se fields of vocational training, but there has been a strong tendency to make 

them that. On the other hand, relatively few of the higher clergy have taken graduate work in 

the humanities and the liberal arts. As a consequence one will find among them, I believe, a 
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far greater emphasis on what are the professional and vocational aspects of higher education, 

since they serve a practical end in their diocesan chanceries, charities, and offices of the 

superintendents of schools, than might otherwise be the case. In this, I submit. They 

faithfully mirror the intense preoccupation of American leaders in all walks of life with the 

practical. That the practical order of things is of vital importance to the Church, no one with 

any understanding of its mission would attempt to deny. But by the same token the Church 

has a mission to the intellectual elite and this, I fear, has been allowed to suffer neglect by 

reason of the prevalence of the practical. 

Apart, however, from personal background, the harassing day-to-day duties of 

administration, and the national temper of practicality which bishops and religious superiors-

-like all the rest of us--have imbibed as an influencing factor in their lives, the churchmen 

have not been able to draw upon a well-established intellectual tradition inherited from the 

countries of their origin. The majority of these men have been of Irish or German extraction, 

and by virtue of similarity of language and customs many of them have closely followed 

developments of the Church in England. In neither the Ireland nor the Germany of their 

grandparents and parents, nor in the England that they have observed since the conversion of 

Newman in 1845, have they found such a tradition. For example, when Dr. Newman 

attempted to carry out the vague and often contradictory directives of the Irish hierarchy for 

a Catholic university in the 1850's, we all know how miserably he failed. Nearly seventy 

years after Newman had left Dublin in deep discouragement the distinguished English 

Benedictine historian, Cuthbert Butler, wrote of his own father's close association with 

Newman during the elder Butler's years as professor of mathematics in the Catholic 

University of Ireland. Quoting his father, Butler said: 

His view was that … the Irish bishops, not having themselves had a University education, 

did not properly understand what it was, and, with one or two exceptions, did not really 

want such a University as Newman had in mind; their idea was a glorified Seminary for the 

laity … 31 
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Nor could the American bishops fall back upon any strong tradition in England or 

Germany. The fiasco of Cardinal Manning's ill-starred University College at Kensington in 

the 1870's was so complete that the permission granted in 1895 for Catholics to attend 

Oxford and Cambridge might almost be viewed as a belated consolation for the humiliation 

and loss of prestige which they had experiences for so long a time in English intellectual 

circles.32 In the German world conditions were better, but still left much to be desired. The 

repeated efforts of certain intellectuals to rally their hierarchy and coreligionists in the series 

of Katholikentagen to start a Catholic university were either frustrated by the hostility of the 

state or by the timidity and coolness of the Church's leaders. One has only to scan the pages 

of the quarterly Hochland, founded by Karl Muth over fifty years ago, to understand how 

little there was by way of a co-ordinated intellectual life among the German Catholics of the 

late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. In fact, the editors of Hochland more than once 

drew down the frowns of eccesiastical superiors for their attempts to establish a rapport with 

scholars outside the Church and to escape from the ghetto to which they felt the German 

Catholics had too long been confined. Yet in Germany there was a compensating factor that 

should not be overlooked, namely, that the absence of Catholic universities, and the state's 

requirements that degrees be earned in its own universities, brought Catholic professors--

including the theologians--into the faculties of these universities where a number of them 

exercised national influence by their scholarship. This was the case with the famous Johann 

Gorres of a century ago, and in our own day Martin Grabmann and Romano Guardini, to 

mention only two, have shown how helpful influence of this kind can be to the Chruch's 

standing in non-Catholic circles.33 

Moreover, the failure of American churchmen to find guidance and inspiration from a strong 

intellectual tradition in the lands of their ancestors was in no way compensated by the 

training they received in preparation for their priesthood, whether that be in diocesan 

seminaries or in the scholasticates of the religious orders. As Bishop Spalding stated at the 

Third Plenary Council of Baltimore: "...the ecclesiastical seminary is not a school of 

intellectual culture, either here in America or elsewhere, and to imagine that it can become 
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the instrument of intellectual culture is to cherish a delusion..."34 Spalding rightly 

maintained that the seminary was, and must necessarily be, a training school for a profession, 

albeit a profession that might be expected to have more than an ordinary kinship for 

intellectual pursuits. But I wonder very much if the seminaries and scholasticates of our 

religious orders have made the most of their opportunities for intellectual stimulation and 

the cultivation of serious reading habits in their students that they should have. Speaking of 

the failure of the American priest to be more intellectually alive, John Talbot Smith, a 

respected New York priest, said nearly sixty years ago something which prompts one to ask if 

it is not still substantially true. He wrote: 

The habits of the intellectual life in the seminary have dwarfed him. The curriculum rarely 

recognizes anything but theology and philosophy, and these often isolated from present 

conditions and without practical knowledge… [and] ...History is taught in random, 

unscientific fashion, to judge the method by the results ... It is not then a cause for wonder 

that the young priest should graduate so rude and unfinished. The wonder is that he should 

at all be able to hold his own in the sneering world, so skilled in knowledge of its times, so 

devoted to science and history…35 

Smith placed a good deal of responsibility on the hierarchy for the low state of intellectual 

endeavor among the priests of his generation, maintaining that to bring the entire 

educational system of the Church up to the mark was, as he said, "clearly the work of the 

episcopate, and no other power with which the church in America is acquainted can do that 

work."36 Furthermore, he made it quite clear that he had in mind the religious orders as well 

as the diocesan priests, for with the religious superiors, too, he felt that only the bishops 

could bring about a change. 

It may well be that Father Smith placed too heavy a burden of blame on the bishops of his 

day for the failure to foster a higher intellectual life among the clergy. But that their example 

and influence in these matters can exert a powerful influence in the lives of their subjects, is 

beyond question. I happen to have been born in the Diocese of Peoria, and I knew at first 

hand the imprint left by Bishop John Lancaster Spalding on the intellectual tastes, the good 
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reading, and the careful preparation of sermons of many of his priests. It was a subject for 

comment when I was growing up, and I could personally verify from an acquaintance with 

several of these venerable priests the effect that these intellectual habits had upon their lives. 

Nor am I aware of any noticeable difference between the American diocesan and religious 

order priests in this regard. Would it not be reasonable to expect that in religious orders, 

whose aims and energies are devoted in good measure to school work, that intellectual 

distinction would be fairly common? Yet if one bases a judgment on one of the most widely 

accepted criteria, namely, the production of scholarly books and learned reviews, the general 

record of the American religious has not been outstanding, nor would it profit by 

comparison with the achievements of their European confreres. Two of our most scholarly 

journals of clerical editorship were the American Catholic Quarterly Review, begun in January, 

1876, and lasting to 1924, and the American Ecclesiastical Review which first appeared in 

January, 1889. To both of these periodicals members of the religious orders, to be sure, made 

valuable contribution through the years, but both owed their origin to secular priests, James 

A. Corcoran and Herman J. Heuser, who were professors in St. Charles Borromeo Seminary 

in Philadelphia. Another journal, one of the most learned the American Church ever knew, 

the New York Review, was the product of three professors of St. Joseph's Seminary in New 

York. It had been running only three years when the modernist scare frightened it out of 

existence in July, 1908. It was not until February, 1940, that the Jesuits began the 

publication of their quarterly, Theological Studies, of which every American Catholic 

intellectual is proud, and which can hold its head high in the company of the best European 

journals of its kind. Finally, the greatest single monument to Catholic scholarship in the 

United States to date has undoubtedly been the Catholic Encyclopedia, and that magnificent 

achievement owed its existence--as it should have--to the combined efforts of a small group 

of learned laymen and priest, both secular and regular. 

No fair-minded man will underestimate the energies, the resources, and the thought which 

the clerical leaders of the Church in the United States have expended in behalf of education 

since the tiny Georgetown Academy first opened its doors to students in September, 1791. 
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Moreover, the generosity--often at the price of genuine sacrifice--which the laity have shown 

in support of the Church's primary, secondary, collegiate, and seminary institutions has won 

the admiration of the Catholic world. Yet when one thinks in terms of the media through 

which distinction is normally won in the realm of advance scholarship, namely, ample 

endowments for research, generous grant-in-aid to individual scholars, provision for 

extended leaves of absence from teaching duties, and the moral encouragement that comes 

from a consciousness that the Church's leaders are vitally interested and will effectively 

uphold the position of the Catholic intellectual, there has not been in our history the 

understanding or appreciation of the problems involved that there should have been. Perhaps 

I can best illustrate what I mean by an example. In 1951 Father Philip Hughes published the 

first of his superb three-volume work, The Reformation in England (New York, 1951-1954). 

And these volumes, it should be remarked, are only the latest among approximately a dozen 

solid publications which Father Hughes has written--and that on his own with little or no 

financial assistance--since he took his degree at the Catholic University of Louvain in 1921. 

Several months after Volume I appeared the Oxford Magazine carried a review which opened 

with this sentence, "This is one of the rare books which it is almost an impertinence to 

praise." After two pages of the highest commendation the review closed as follow: "If 

England is ever to be re-won to the papal allegiance, if a parlous Christendom is ever to be 

inspired to close its ranks, it will be by honest writing of this kind."37 That kind of review of 

a work by a Catholic historian on his own Church, coming out of Oxford is, I submit, worth 

more than money can buy to Catholic scholarship. Yet when the American Catholic 

Historical Association in December, 1954, conferred on Father Hughes its John Gilmary 

Shea Prize for his three volumes on the Protestant Revolt in England, he told me in a letter, 

"It is the first recognition I have ever had, and it is from my own. It touches me too deeply 

for me to find words to say all I feel about it."38 How many American Catholic scholars, 

both living and dead, could tell a similar tale of the failure of their own to recognize that 

scholarly accomplishments and to lend them their support? 
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Part of the reason why American Catholics have not made a notable impression on the 

intellectual life of their country is due, I am convinced, to what might be called a betrayal of 

that which is peculiarly their own. The nature of that betrayal has been highlighted during 

the last quarter of a century by such movements as the scholastic revival in philosophy which 

found its most enthusiastic and hard-working friends on the campuses of the University of 

Chicago, the University of Virginia, Princeton University, and St. John's College, Annapolis. 

Meanwhile the Catholic universities were engrossed in their mad pursuit of every passing 

fancy that crossed the American educational scene, and found relatively little time for 

distinguished contributions to scholastic philosophy. Woefully, lacking in the endowment, 

training, and equipment to make them successful competitors of the secular universities in 

fields like engineering, business administration, nursing education, and the like, the Catholic 

universities, nonetheless, went on multiplying these units and spreading their budgets so 

thin--in an attempt to include everything--that the subjects in which they could, and should, 

make a unique contribution were sorely neglected. 

That American educators expect Catholic institutions to be strong in the humanities and the 

liberal arts--to say nothing of theology and philosophy--is not surprising. Eighteen years ago 

Robert M. Hutchins, then President of the University of Chicago, in an address before the 

Middle West regional unit of the National Catholic Educational Association made that point 

in a very forceful way. Speaking of the Catholic Church as having what he called "the longest 

intellectual tradition of any institution in the contemporary world," Hutchins criticized the 

Catholic institutions for failing to emphasize that tradition in a way that would make it come 

alive in American intellectual circles. He thought the ideals of Catholic educators were 

satisfactory, but as far as actual practice was concerned, he said, "I find it necessary to level 

against you a scandalous accusation." He then went on: 

In my opinion...you have imitated the worst features of secular education and ignored most 

of the good ones. There are some good ones, relatively speaking--high academic standards, 

development of habits of work, and research...39 
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Hutchins listed the bad features he had in mind as athleticism, collegiatism, vocationalism, 

and anti-intellectualism. In regard to the first two we can claim, I think, that in recent years 

Catholic institutions have shown improvement, just as all other educational groups have 

done. As for the second two, vocationalism and anti-intellectualism, I find no striking 

evidence of reform in the Church's colleges and universities since 1937. Regarding the three 

good features of secular institutions which Hutchins named, high academic standards, 

development of habits of work and a cherished ideal of research, I cannot personally see 

much by way of a fundamental change. 

A second major defect in Catholic higher education that helps to account for its paucity of 

scholars of distinction, is what I would call our betrayal of one another. By that I mean the 

development within the last two decades of numerous and competing graduate schools, none 

of which is adequately endowed, and few of which have the trained personnel, the 

equipment in libraries and laboratories, and the professional wage sales to warrant their 

ambitious undertakings. The result is a perpetuation of mediocrity and the draining away 

from each other of the strength that is necessary if really superior achievements are to be 

attained. I am speaking here, incidentally, only of the graduate schools, and not of the 

competition - amounting in certain places to internecine warfare - among the more than 200 

Catholic colleges of the land. In both categories, however, the situation is serious, and if 

Benjamin Fine, writing in the New York Times of May 8, 1955, is to be believed, there is 

every prospect that it will become more serious. There is, and there has been for years, a 

desperate need for some kind of planning for Catholic higher education on a national scale. 

As to the likelihood of such in the immediate future, there would seem to be little room for 

optimism. One might, perhaps, illustrate the point by a parallel in international relations. 

When the French National Assembly voted down the European Defense Community in 

August, 1954, a shudder went through the free world. Every man of perception realized that 

if the historic rivals of western Europe did not lay aside their differences there was a real 

chance that one by one they would perish at the hands of Russia and its satellites. Nothing 

less than that drastic alternative wrought a change of heart during the ensuing months, and it 
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was the deep-seated fear of that grim fate that brought the representatives of the seven 

nations to Paris on May 7, 1955, to set their signatures to the newly formed Council of the 

Western European Union. The Catholic institutions of higher learning in this country may 

soon face an equally grave threat to their survival. It will not be the peril of communist 

occupation that will bring them together to counsel for their mutual welfare, but it may well 

be a thing that Americans understand much better, namely, the peril of financial bankruptcy. 

I realize that this may sound extreme, but in my judgment the danger of insolvency, and that 

alone, will put an end to the senseless duplication of effort and the wasteful proliferation that 

have robbed Catholic graduate schools of the hope of superior achievement in the restricted 

area of those academic disciplines where their true strength and mission lie. Hutchins had 

that in mind when he closed his address to the Catholic educators at Chicago in 1937 by 

saying, "The best service Catholic education can perform for the nation and all education is 

to show that the intellectual tradition can again be made the heart of higher education."40 

An additional point which should find place in an investigation of this kind is the absence of 

a love of scholarship for its own sake among American Catholics, and that even among too 

large a number of Catholics who are engaged in higher education. It might be described as 

the absence of a sense of dedication to an intellectual apostolate. This defect, in turn, tends 

to deprive many of those who spend their lives in the universities of the American Church of 

the admirable industry and unremitting labor in research and publication which characterize 

a far greater proportion of their colleagues on the faculties of the secular universities. I do not 

pretend to know precisely what the cause of this may be, but I wonder if it is not in part due 

to the too literal interpretation which many churchmen and superiors of seminaries and 

religious houses have given to St. Paul's oft-quoted statement that "Here we have no 

permanent city, but we seek for the city that is to come,"41 and their emphasis on the 

question of the author of the Imitation of Christ when he asked, "What doth it avail thee to 

discourse profoundly of the Trinity, if thou be void of humility, and consequently 

displeasing to the Trinity?"42 Too frequently, perhaps, those training in our institutions 

have had the same author's famous dictum, "I had rather feel compunction that know its 
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definition," quoted to them without a counterbalancing emphasis on the evils of intellectual 

sloth. Certainly no intellectual who is worthy of the name Catholic would deny the 

fundamental importance of humility as an indispensable virtue in the life of the follower of 

Christ. But the danger of intellectual pride, grave as it is, should not be allowed to obscure 

the lesson taught by our Lord in the parable of the talents. If that principle had been pressed 

too far by Albertus Magnus we might never have known the Summa Theologiae of St. 

Thomas Aquinas. Many may still recall a less dignified example of this mistaken emphasis 

when William Jennings Bryan gave eminent satisfaction to a Baptist fundamentalist audience 

in New York in 1923 with his declaration: "If we have come to the stage at which we must 

decide between geology and Christianity, I think it is better to know the Rock of Ages than 

the age of rocks."43 

Closely connected with the question of prevailing Catholic attitudes in education is the 

overemphasis which some authorities of the Church's educational system in the United 

States have given to the school as an agency for moral development, with an insufficient 

stress on the role of the school as an instrument for fostering intellectual excellence. That fact 

has at times led to a confusion of aims and to a neglect of the school as a training ground for 

the intellectual virtues. No sensible person will for a moment question that the inculcation of 

moral virtue is one of the principal reasons for having Catholic schools in any circumstances. 

But that goal should never be permitted to overshadow the fact that the school, at whatever 

level one may consider it, must maintain a strong emphasis on the cultivation of intellectual 

excellence. Given superior minds, out of the striving for the intellectual virtues there will 

flow, with its attendant religious instruction, the formation of a type of student who will not 

only be able to withstand the strains which life will inevitably force upon his religious faith, 

but one who will have been so intellectually fortified that he will reflect distinction upon the 

system of which he is a product.44 

Up to this point I have assumed general agreement as to the impoverishment of Catholic 

scholarship in this country, as well as to the low state of Catholic leadership in most walks of 

national life. The assumption has, I believe, been a safe one even though there has not been 
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advanced any documentary coverage of the case. Let us now examine briefly the picture that 

has emerged from a few of the many studies that have been made in the last quarter century 

on the subject of the relationship between religious affiliation and national leadership, 

especially in intellectual affairs. 

In the summer of 1927 the American Mercury carried an article on the relation of religious 

affiliation to the names selected for Who's Who in America. In this instance it was found that 

only seven out of every 100,000 Catholic men were listed in that directory, compared to a 

ratio of eleven per 100,000 among the Seventh Day Adventists and twenty per 100,000 

among the Jews.45 In the same year William S. Ament of Scripps College made an analysis 

of 1,013 names in Who's Who in America. Among those whose religion was given he 

discovered that there were 224 Episcopalians, 208 Presbyterians, sixty-one Unitarians, but 

only thirty-eight Catholics, with the Episcopalians representing 22.2 per cent of the total and 

the Catholics 3.8 per cent. The distribution of the thirty-eight Catholics showed: eleven 

bishops and priests: eight in arts and letters; seven in law and public service; six in business; 

four in school administration and teaching; and two in science.46 A third study of this kind 

in the Scientific Monthly of December, 1931, gathered its data mainly from the standard 

guide, American Men of Science, with a view to determining the relationship between 

scientific eminence and church membership. Out of a total of 303 top scientists investigated 

only three were Catholics, which prompted the quite unfounded conclusion that "The 

conspicuous dearth of scientists among the Catholics suggests that the tenets of that church 

are not consonant with scientific endeavor."47 

Of far more significance, however, than this study of 1931 in judging the status of Catholic 

scientists in the United States is a volume published three years ago by R.H. Knapp and 

H.B. Goodrich. These investigators sifted 18,000 names from among the 43,500 scientists 

listed in two editions of American Men of Science. From these selected names they then drew 

up a list of the fifty institutions which had led in the production of scientists, but no 

Catholic college or university received a place among the fifty leaders. Knapp and Goodrich 

remark: "A closer examination of the Catholic institutions reveals that, without exception, 
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they lie among the least productive 10 per cent of all institutions and constitute a singularly 

unproductive sample."48 Reed College headed the list for the entire country during both 

periods surveyed. In the years 1924-1934 it produced 132 scientists per 1,000 male 

graduates, while for the years 1930-1941 it again led with ninety-eight per 1,000 male 

graduates. By comparison the Catholic liberal arts colleges produced only 2.8 scientists per 

1,000 male graduates and the Catholic universities only 1.7 per 1,000 male graduates. 

Insofar as the authors were able to ascertain such factors as financial resources, student-

faculty ratio, cost of attendance, and the quality of students differed but little in Catholic 

institutions from the general run of American colleges and universitites.49 It is a conclusion 

with which--save for the point of financial resources--I think most Catholic educators would 

be inclined to agree. 

A different approach to the problem of distinction among the Catholic scientists of this 

country was afforded when Pope Pius XI reconstituted the Pontifical Academy of Sciences in 

October, 1936. Out of seventy names chosen at that time six were from the United States, 

but only one, George S. Sperti of the Institutum Divi Thomae of Cincinnati, was connected 

with a Catholic institution. It is worthy of note, I think, that of these seventy scientists 

selected by the Holy See five were members of the faculty of the Catholic University of 

Louvain. According to the Annuario pontificio for 1954 there were then seven Americans in 

the academy, but only two, Sperti and Edward A. Doisy of Saint Louis University, were from 

Catholic institutions.50 And when Pope Pius XII some months ago announced fourteen new 

appointments the only one of these teaching in an American institution was Theodore von 

Karman, a Hungarian-born non-Catholic who is Director of the Guggenheim Laboratory at 

the California Institute of Technology.51 

If the Catholic scientists should have begun to think that an undue amount of stress has been 

placed on the dearth of distinguished names among their kind, they can be quickly reassured. 

The picture in the sacred sciences, the liberal arts, and the humanities is no brighter on that 

score, for the studies which I have examined reveal no higher proportion of distinction in 

these fields than they do in science. Nearly thirty years ago George N. Shuster, whose 
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principal interest lies in literature, went over this ground and reached the same conclusion 

about the facts of the situation that most of us hold today.52 In 1939 John A. O'Brien 

edited a symposium, embracing all fields, which produced an equally bleak picture,53 and 

two years later when Theodore Maynard, with special emphasis on literature and the arts, 

devoted a lengthy chapter to a survey of the Catholic cultural contribution to the United 

States, he arrived at an ending that was not much happier than that of his predecessors.54 

Most of these men made passing mention of the relatively high proportion of scholarly 

contributions that had marked the careers of many of the converts to the Church during the 

present century. But no one of them brought that fact home with the force of a book which 

appeared in 1944 from a brother of the Congregation of Holy Cross.55 As one studies the 

259 biographical sketches in Brother David's volume, extending in time from 1783 when 

John Thayer, the Congregationalist minister of Boston, was converted to 1942 when Helene 

Magaret was received into the Church, one wonders where the intellectual life of the Church 

of the United States would have been without them. Needless to say, every Catholic is 

grateful that so many converts of scholarly tastes and habits have found the grace of 

conversion and have put their talents at the disposal of the American Church. But it does 

raise the disquieting thought of how much more dismal the intellectual record would have 

been were it to have depended solely on those who were Catholics from birth. In the case of 

practically all of these convert scholars Catholic education can take no credit whatever, for 

they were what they were and are, intellectually speaking, when the grace of the Holy Spirit 

illumined their minds and led them to find a lasting place amongst us. This has been 

strikingly true in history, for the scholarly accomplishments of the American convert 

historians of the twentieth century have been altogether conspicuous. To mention only one, 

when the American Historical Association, for the first and only time in its seventy years of 

life, bestowed its presidency on a Catholic in 1945 it was Carlton J.H. Hayes who was 

chosen. And no one requires enlightenment about the luster shed upon the Catholic body of 

this country for over half a century by the notable contributions to the history of modern 

Europe of the honored name. 
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More recent studies have, moreover, borne out the findings of earlier writers on the lack of 

distinction among Catholics in fields like the humanities and liberal arts. For example, in 

1941 B.W. Kunkel of Lafayette College classified 54,076 graduate students representing 

colleges whose undergraduate enrollment totaled 360,317. Among the thirty-six colleges 

which had furnished at least 12 per cent of their total enrollment to graduate schools proper, 

no Catholic school was represented.56 However, in the number of graduates who entered 

schools of law and medicine the Catholic colleges made a much better showing. In the forty-

eight law schools that responded to the inquiry there were found to be twenty-eight 

institutions that had at least 3.6 per cent of their total enrollment in these law schools. Her 

Georgetown University led the list with 21.2 per cent, Harvard being second with 12.8 per 

cent, while Holy Cross, Fordham, Notre Dame, and Manhattan appeared among the 

twenty-eight in that order. Of thirty-five colleges with 5 per cent or more of their alumni 

enrolled in the fifty-two medical schools studied by Kunkel, Villanova University was in 

tenth place with 9.0 per cent, while St. Peter's, Holy Cross, and Creighton also showed 

among the thirty-five leaders in this category.57 But among those schools that had furnished 

the highest per cent of their liberal arts and engineering alumni to graduate and professional 

schools collectively--Temple University was in the lead with 49.8 per cent and Randolph-

Macon was last with 20 per cent--no Catholic school received mention. It would seem 

evident, therefore, that in the period covered by Kunkel's investigation Catholic colleges 

produced a better than average number of students for schools of law and medicine, but a 

relatively small number who continued their training in graduate schools properly so called. 

While it is gratifying to learn that so many of the graduates of Catholic institutions pursue 

their studies beyond college by fitting themselves for the legal and medical professions, it is 

to be regretted that a proportionately high number do not manifest a like desire, or find a 

similarly strong stimulation, to become trained scholars in the fields where the Catholic 

tradition of learning is the strongest. In that connection the work of Robert H. Knapp and 

Joseph J. Greenbaum published two years ago is enlightening. The principal objective of 

these authors was to determine, form the undergraduate backgrounds of the younger 
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generation of Americans who had won distinction in graduate schools during the years 1946-

1952, which colleges had produced the largest numbers of promising scholars. A poll of 

some 7,000 individuals was taken according to the following norms: (a) earned a Ph.D. since 

1948 in one of twenty-five universities sampled; (b) won a university fellowship or 

scholarship since 1946 from one of these twenty-five universities; (c) received a private 

fellowship since 1946 from one of nine private foundations sampled; (d) awarded a 

government fellowship since 1946 from one of three agencies, namely, Public Health 

Service, Atomic Energy Commission, and United States Department of State under the 

Fulbright Program.58 

The roster assembled by Knapp and Greenbaum contained in all the names of 562 

institutions, but among the fifty top-ranking colleges for men in the production of scholars 

in science, social science, and the humanities, no Catholic school found a place.59 From 

among the total number of institutions the authors selected 138 colleges to constitute what 

they termed the "Liberal Arts Sample." These institutions were chosen by reason of the fact 

that they were free from vocationalism, privately controlled, committed to general education, 

and were without full programs of graduate study. On the basis of institutional control a 

three-fold division was made according to whether the college was under non-

denominational, Protestant, or Catholic auspices. In the realm of the humanities it was 

found the 38.7 per cent had come from Protestant colleges, 23.4 per cent from the 

nondenominational schools, but only 8.3 per cent from the Catholic institutions. The poor 

showing of Catholics in the humanities was a source of surprise to Knapp and Greenbaum. 

Speaking of their false assumption that the South was weak in science, they said: 

Similarly, we had expected that Catholic institutions would be marked by relatively large 

contributions to the field of humanities. In this speculation, however, we were again 

mistaken. Catholic institutions, though exceptionally unproductive in all areas of 

scholarship, achieve their best record in the sciences.60 

Although these authors more than once protest the partial nature of the evidence upon 

which their findings were based and warn against drawing hard and fast conclusions from 
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their limited data, it is, nonetheless, significant that they should have been brought to the 

conclusion that in every one of the categories of their investigation--distinction won in 

science, and the humanities, earning a Ph.D., and winning an award from government, 

university, or private foundation--"the Catholic institutions are consistently the lowest of all 

seven partial indices."61 

The one bright spot of the Knapp-Greenbaum study, insofar as Catholics are concerned, 

relates to the women's colleges. In a chapter on "The Origins of Female Scholars of 

Distinction," twelve schools that led in the production of scholars were named with Bryn 

Mawr heading the list and Sienna Heights College, Adrian, Michigan, in tenth 

place.62 Among the fourteen women's colleges with less than 400 graduates in the years 

1946-1952, constituting what was called the "Small Sample," Nazareth College, Nazareth, 

Michigan, led the list with five awards out of 397 graduates, Aquinas College, Grand Rapids, 

was sixth with three awards out of 170 graduates, and Loretto Heights College, Denver, was 

in twelfth place with three awards of out of 282 graduates.63 These facts would tend to bear 

out a fairly common opinion that in a number of ways the Catholic women's colleges are in 

advance of the institutions for men. The over-al impression left by the Knapp-Greenbaum 

work is, therefore, anything but flattering to the Catholic institutions of this country, 

especially in fields like the humanities and the social sciences. 

In conclusion, then, one may say that it has been a combination of all the major points made 

in this paper, along with others which I may have failed to consider, that had produced in 

American Catholics generally, as well as in the intellectuals, a pervading spirit of separatism 

from their fellow citizens of other religious faiths. They have suffered from the timidity that 

characterizes minority groups, from the effects of a ghetto they have themselves fostered and, 

too, from a sense of inferiority induced by their consciousness of the inadequacy of Catholic 

scholarship. But who, one may rightly ask, has been responsible in the main for its 

inadequacy? Certainly not the Church's enemies, for if one were to reason on that basis St. 

Augustine would never have written the City of God, St. Robert Bellarmine theTractatus de 

potestate summi pontificis, nor would Cardinal Baronius have produced the Annales 
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ecclesiastici. In fact, it has been enmity and opposition that have called forth some of the 

greatest monuments to Catholic scholarship. The major defect, therefore, lies elsewhere than 

with the unfriendly attitude of some of those outside the Church. The chief blame, I firmly 

believe, lies with Catholics themselves. It lies in their frequently self-imposed ghetto 

mentality which prevents them from mingling as they should with their non-Catholic 

colleagues, and in their lack of industry and the habits of work, to which Hutchins alluded in 

1937. It lies in their failure to have measured up to their responsibilities to the incomparable 

tradition of Catholic learning of which they are the direct heirs, a failure which Peter Viereck 

noted, and which suggested to him the caustic question, "Is the honorable adjective 'Roman 

Catholic' truly merited by American's middleclass-Jansenist Catholicism, puritanized, 

Calvinized, and dehydrated…?"64 When the inescapable and exacting labor of true 

scholarship is intelligently directed and competently expressed it will win its way on its own 

merits into channels of influence beyond the Catholic pale. Of that one can be certain. For 

example, during the last year thousands of American have been brought into contact with the 

thought and research of two Catholic scholars, Francis G. Wilson and John Courtney 

Murray, S.J., on vital aspects of the current crisis through the use that has been made of 

them by Walter Lippmann in his latest book.65 

Yet an effective result of this kind is only attained through unremitting labor, prolonged 

thought, and a sense of the exalted mission of the intellectual apostolate on the part of the 

Catholic scholar. It was that ideal that Newman kept before him during his famous lectures 

on the position of the English Catholics at the Birmingham Oratory in the summer of 1851. 

He challenged his hearers to be equal to the obligation they owed to their non-Catholic 

fellow-countrymen. As he said: 

They must be made to know us as we are; they must be made to know our religion as it is, 

not as they fancy it; they must be made to look at us, and they are overcome. This is the 

work that lies before you in your place and in your measure.66 

There is not a man of discernment anywhere today who is unaware that the intellectual 

climate of the Untied States is undergoing a radical change from the moribund philosophy of 
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materialism and discredited liberalism that have ruled a good portion of the American mind 

for the better part of a century. Clinton Rossiter spoke of this in a thoughtful article 

published some months ago. He foresees a new day dawning for our country when religious 

and moral value will again be found in the honored place they once occupied. Concerning 

that ray of hope upon the horizon, he concluded: "And it will rest its own strong faith in 

liberty and constitutional democracy on the bedrock of these traditional, indeed eternal 

values: religion, justice, morality."67 If this prediction should prove true, and there is 

increasing support for the view that it will, to whom, one may ask, may the leaders of the 

coming generation turn with more rightful expectancy in their search for enlightenment and 

guidance in the realm of religion and morality that to the American Catholic intellectuals? 

For it is they who are in possession of the oldest, wisest, and most sublime tradition of 

learning that the world has ever known. There has, indeed, been considerable improvement 

among American Catholics in the realm of intellectual affairs in the last half-century, but the 

need for far more energetic strides is urgent if the receptive attitude of contemporary thought 

is to be capitalized upon as it should be. It is, therefore, a unique opportunity that lies before 

the Catholic scholars of the United States which, if approached and executed with the deep 

conviction of its vital importance for the future of the American Church, may inspire them 

to do great things and, at the end, to feel that they have in some small measure lived up to 

the ideal expressed by Pere Sertillanges when he said of the Catholic intellectuals: 

They, more than others, must be men consecrated by their vocation … The special 

asceticism and the heroic virtue of the intellectual worker must be their daily portion. But if 

they consent to this double self-offering, I tell them in the name of the God of Truth not to 

lose courage.68 

  

 
Notes 

 

Editor's Note: In its original form the present article was read as a paper at the annual 
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Who. It was found, for example, that there were 171 Catholic businessmen in positions of 

the first rank - predominantly in manufacturing and banking and finance - for the years 

investigated; whereas in the entire history of the country there have been only five Catholic 

members of the Supreme Court of the United States and fourteen members of the 

Presidents' cabinets out of a total of 301 men since 1789, and ten of these have been 

appointed since 1933. In 1943 there were fifty-nine Catholic members out of the total of 

435 in the House of Representatives and ten among the ninety-six members of the United 

States Senate. The tentative conclusions concerning distinction among the American 

Catholics in scholarship in the 1940's (only lay Catholics who had published contributions 

in their respective specialties were counted) indicated generally a poorer showing than those 

in business and politics. 

25.[back] In this connection the recent monograph of Irving G. Wyllie, The Self-Made Man 

in America. The Myth of Rags to Riches (New Brunswick, 1954) reaches an interesting, if not 
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standing aloof from the glorification of wealth, Catholic spokesmen upheld their church's 

traditional indictment of materialism" (pp.56-57). Wyllie neglects to say that the Church 

never indicted the accumulation of a fortune from extolling wealth after the manner of 

Henry Ward Beecher, Lyman Abbot, and their kind, they found nothing incongruous in 

having the Church benefit from these fortunes as, for example, when Archbishop Ireland 

opened the St. Paul Seminary in September, 1894, made possible by the gift of $500,000 

from James J. Hill, President of the Great Northern Railroad. 
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26. [back] "News From the Field," Catholic Educational Review, LI (November, 1953), 

p.638 

27. [back] Annual School Report. Archdiocese of Milwaukee, 1952-1953. (Milwaukee, 1953), 

p.33 

28. [back] For a study of the role of the laity in the intellectual pursuits of the Church from 

the viewpoint of canon law cf. Alexander O. Sigur, "Lay Cooperation with the 

Magisterium," The Jurist, XIII (July, 1953), 268-297. Nearly a century ago the writer of an 

unsigned article in one of the leading Catholic journals anticipated the day when there would 

be Catholic colleges conducted by laymen. He said: "A new order of the Catholic colleges, 

with lay professors of acknowledged merit, similar in this respect to the other universities of 

the country will, ere long, arise and afford still greater variety and perhaps means for more 

extended study and deeper research, if indeed the time has yet come for them in this 

country." - "The Catholic Element in the History of the United States," The Metropolitan, 

V. (August 1857), 526. 

29. [back] The economic and social backgrounds of the American hierarchy would afford 

the basis for a very worthwhile study. 

30. [back] Boston Pilot, October 17, 1947. The archbishop's speech was delivered at the 

opening session on October 13. 

31. [back] Cuthbert Butler, O.S.B., The Life and Times of Bishop Ullathorne, 1806-

1889 (New York, 1926), II, 312, n.1 For the full story of Newman's failure cf. the scholarly 

work of Fergal McGrath, S.J., Newman's University. Idea and Reality (London, 1951). 

32. [back] On University College, Kensington, cf. Edmund Sheridan Purcell, Life of Cardinal 

Manning (New York, 1896), II, 495-505; on the question of the Catholics at Oxford and 

Cambridge cf. H.O. Evennett's chapter, "Catholics and the Universities," in George Andrew 

Beck, A.A. (ed.), The English Catholics, 1850-1950 (London, 1950), pp. 291-321. In a recent 

article on the failure of the Oxford Movement to fulfill its brilliant promise for English 

Catholicism, Ronald Chapman remarked, "On the one hand there is the enormous growth 

of the Church and on the other its almost complete lack of influence. At the end of the 
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century the Church is as much or more the Church of a minority than it was in the '50s." - 

"The Optimism of the 1840s," The Tablet (London), December 18, 1954. 

33. [back] On the discontent current among a number of the German Catholic intellectuals 

of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries cf., for example, the speech of Georg von 

Hertling, a noted professor of philosophy in the University of Munich, and later Chancellor 

of Germany (October, 1917 - September, 1918) to the general assembly of the Gorres-

Gesellschaft at Constance in September, 1896. On that occasion he pleaded with his fellow 

Catholic to take a more active part in serious scholarship rather than to confine themselves to 

works of apologetics for, as he said, "what we now need, are not so much the apologists as 

the true specialists, those who have tried with the armament of modern research to extend 

and the strengthen the sphere of human knowledge."-- Jahresbericht der Gorres-Gesellschaft 

fur das Jahr 1896(Koln, 1896), pp. 16-23. Cf. also von Herling's Erinnerungen aus meinem 

Leben (Munchen, 1920), II, 167-168. Over thirty years later Karl Muth lamented the 

timidity and narrow-mindedness of many of the Church's leaders when he asked, "is it not a 

symptom of inner weakness, that Catholics and even the distinguished among them, priest 

included, have to turn to the non-Catholic press, if they wish to express an opinion differing 

from the official position? Where life is, there are antitheses and tensions. Harmony and lack 

of tension mean death." - "Pressa un 'Presse-not' Grundsatzliche Gedanken," Hochland, 

XXVI, Band I (November, 1928), 303. For further instances of this point of view cf. 

Matthias Laros, "Franz Xaver Kraus," Hochland, XXXVIII, Band I (October 1940), 9-21 and 

"Wir deutschen Katholiken," Kolnische Volkszeitung, January 28, 1909. The author of the 

latter called for an examination of conscience on the part of the German Catholics which , 

he said, demanded not a "nervous, anxious narrowmindedness [and] shallow heresy-hunting, 

but a broadminded victory--confident tolerance in the thinking, striving, and acting of 

German Catholics." 

34. [back] Spalding, op cit. p.212. 

35. [back] John Talbot Smith, Our Seminaries. An Essay on Clerical Training (New York, 

1896), p.251. 
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36. [back] Ibid., p. 253 

37. [back] A.O. in Oxford Magazine, LXIX (February 1,1951), 242-244. 

38. [back] Philip Hughes to the writer, London, December 14, 1954. 

39. [back] Robert M. Hutchins, "The Integrating Principle of Catholic Higher 

Education," College Newsletter, Midwest Regional Unit, N.C.E.A. (May 1937), p.1. 

40. [back] Ibid., p. 4 

41. [back] Hebrews, 13:14 

42. [back] Thomas a Kempis, The Imitation of Christ (Baltimore, n.d.) p. 2 

43. [back] New York Times, December 8, 1923. 

44. [back] On this point cf. Edward J. Power, "Orestes A. Brownson on Catholic 

Schools," Homiletic and Pastoral Review, LV (April, 1955), 568.  

45. [back] Ellsworth Huntington and Leo F. Whitney, "Religion and 'Who's 

Who,'" American Mercury, XI (August, 1927), 440. 

46. [back] William S. Ament, "Religion, Education and Distinction," School and Society, 

XXVI (September 24, 1927) p. 403. 

47. [back] Harvey C. Lehman and Paul A. Witty, "Scientific Eminence and Church 

Membership," Scientific Monthly, XXXIII (December, 1931), 549. Stephen Sargent Visher, 

Scientists Starred, 1903-1943 in "American Men of Science" (Baltimore, 1947) embodied 

the results of the Lehman-Witty study in his volume, where he shoed that of the fourteen 

denominations examined the Congregationalists were first with sixty-six scientists starred, or 

21.8 per cent of the total, while the Catholics were the next to last with three of 1.0 per cent 

of the whole (pp.535-536). 

48. [back] R.H. Knapp and H.B Goodrich, Origins of American Scientists (Chicago, 1952), 

p. 24 

49. [back] Ibid., p. 288. It is evident that Knapp and Goodrich were at something of a loss 

to account for the conspicuous and uniformly low standing of Catholic institutions in their 

survey. In an effort to explain it they listed four possible causes: (a) Catholic institutions are 

in good part concentrated in the eastern industrial part of the country, "a region not noted 
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for high production of scientists"; (b) Catholics have been drawn from European stocks 

which in recent times have not been outstanding in scientific achievement; (c) the Church 

permits comparatively little secularization of attitude on the part of its faithful and maintains 

a "firm authoritarian structure"; (d) the Church has been a consistent opponent of 

philosophical monism, "that philosophic tradition under which science has for the most part 

advanced (ibid.). Another index to this situation is afforded by the awards of the National 

Science Foundation. In the awards announced for the year 1955-1956, only 4.6 per cent of 

the 151 awards in physics went to Catholics and 1.2 per cent of the 167 awards granted in 

chemistry. Of the first-year awards, which relate more directly to the situation prevailing in 

Catholic undergraduate colleges, about 4.5 per cent were made to Catholics. In the 

'honorable mention' category the Catholic showing was somewhat better with eighty-eight 

out of a total of 1,409. The University of Notre Dame was far ahead of all other Catholic 

institutions in these awards with Notre Dame, the Catholic University of America, and 

Manhattan College accounting for nearly one-half of the total. Incidentally, half of the life 

science citation among Catholics went to students in the Catholic women's colleges. James J. 

Huddick, S.J., "The National Science Foundation Awards for 1955-1956," Bulletin of the 

Albertus Magnus Guild, II (May, 1955), p. 5-6. 

50. [back] Annuario pontificio per l'anno 1954 (Citta del Vaticano, 1954), pp. 1035-1038. 

51. [back] New York Times, April 17, 1955. 

52. [back] George N. Shuster, The Catholic Spirit in America (New York, 1927) pp. 163-

204. 

53. [back] John A. O'Brien (Ed.), Catholics and Scholarship (Huntington, [1939]). 

54. [back] Theodore Maynard, The Story of American Catholicism (New York, 1941), pp. 

543-586. For a highly critical view of the failure of American Catholics to create a 

distinguished literature cf. Harry Sylvester, "Problems of the Catholic Writer," Atlantic 

Monthly, CLXXXI (January, 1948), 109-113. On the low fortunes of the American Catholic 

press cf. Neil MacNeil, "The needs of the Catholic Press," America LXXVIII (February 21, 

1938), 574-575. 
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55. [back] David [Martin], C.S.C., American Catholic Convert Authors. A Bio-

Bibliography (Detroit, 1944). The research of my seminar student, Mother Mary Peter 

Carthy, O.S.U., on the productive scholarship of lay Catholics in the 1940's bears out the 

conclusion concerning the proportionately high number of converts among those who have 

had distinguished publications. An analysis of Catholic scholars in the United States from 

the viewpoint of foreign birth and training would, I suspect, prove equally revealing. 

56. [back] W. B. Kunkel, "The Representation of Colleges in Graduate and Professional 

Schools in the United States," Association of American Colleges Bulletin, XXVII (October, 

1941), 457. In weighing Kunkel's over-all figures, however, allowance must be made for the 

fact that they include no data for the students who entered Catholic seminaries after 

graduation from college, although theological schools constituted one of the four kinds of 

graduate and professional schools examined in this survey. The author is careful to call 

attention several times to this omission (pp. 451, 455, 456, 462). But nowhere is it made 

clear whether he did not seek the pertinent data from the Catholic seminaries, or whether he 

sought it and it was not forthcoming. The closest approach to the point suggests that Kunkel 

tried to get the figures and failed. Speaking of Fordham University's over-all figure he says, 

"it does not include theological students of Fordham's alumni since no information was 

received from the Catholic seminaries" (p.462). If this is a correct interpretation of the 

author's remark it is regrettable that the authorities of the seminaries approached failed to 

respond to the questionnaire. 

57. [back] Ibid., p.456. Knapp & Goodrich noted the relatively high number of graduates of 

Catholic colleges who go on for law, which led them to remark, "So far as we can judge, it 

appears that the Catholic institutions as a group are dedicated to training primarily in the 

nonscientific fields. Indeed, Kunkel's study...suggests that the production of lawyers from 

Catholic institutions is as phenomenally high as their production of scientists is low" (op cit. 

p. 51) 

58. [back] Robert H. Knapp and Joseph J. Greenbaum, The Younger American Scholar: His 

Collegiate Origins. (Chicago, 1953), p.8. 
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59. [back] Ibid., p. 16 

60. [back] Ibid., p. 99 

61. [back] Ibid., p. 45 

62. [back] Ibid., p. 70 

63. [back] Ibid., p. 73 

64. [back] Peter Viereck, Shame and Glory of the Intellectuals (Boston, 1953), p. 49. Speaking 

of the fact that the contemporary world crisis has been caused by a process of continuous 

secularization of what was originally produced and developed under Christian auspices, 

Heinrich Rommen has said, "It is for this reason that Catholics cannot simply surrender 

what in a twofold sense is theirs as Catholics and as men, but must irradiate their faith, 

informed by charity, into their own beleaguered democracy; a flight into a Catholic ghetto, 

into a catacombs, is a kind of treason today."--"Catholicism and American Democracy, 

"Catholicism in American Culture (New Rochelle, 1955) p. 68. Professor Rommen's essay 

was one of five lectures delivered at the College of New Rochelle during the academic year 

1953-1954 to mark the golden jubilee of the college. 

65. [back] Walter Lippmann. The Public Philosophy (New York, 1955), pp. 96, 177-178. 

Other Catholic authors cited by Lippmann are Thomas J. Slater, S.J., Etienne Gilson, and 

Yves Simon; cf. pp. 48, 85, 110, and 148. 

66. [back] John Henry Newman. Lectures on the Present Position of the Catholics in 

England (New York, 1913) p. 378. 

67. [back] Clinton Rossiter, "Toward an American Conservatism," Yale Review, XLIV 

(Spring 1955), 372. 

68. [back] A.D. Sertillanges, O.P., The Intellectual Life (Westminster, Maryland, 1947) p. 

16. 
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