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combines the rare ability to write in the organised and accessible manner of a
teacher whilst accomplishing a work of interest not only (or even primarily) to
the beginner.

There are four principal chapters covering the topics of ‘Act and Potency’,
‘Causation’, ‘Substance’ and ‘Essence and Existence.’ The order in each chapter
is to begin by explaining the Scholastic understanding of the topic, before outlin-
ing the theories of contemporary philosophers and showing how various problems
implied within these theories can be resolved by Scholastic metaphysics whilst
their true insight are upheld. The differences between Scholastic thinkers are
highlighted where they are of relevance in developing the argument between
Scholasticism and contemporary theories. For example, in chapter one the dis-
tinction in Thomas between real and logical distinctions is explained by Feser
(pp. 72–73), and he then goes on to describe how Scotus and Suarez differ from
Thomas by adding a third type, that of formal distinctions (p. 77). His purpose in
outlining this difference between Scholastic thinkers is his conviction that: ‘The
dispute among Scholastic metaphysicians illuminates and is illuminated by the
debate over the relationship between categorical and dispositional properties in
recent analytical philosophy’ (p. 79). The resolution of this debate is in returning
to ‘the traditional jargon of act and potency’ (p. 87).

I noted earlier that Feser rejects the Wittgenstein’s rejection of metaphysics
and his return to the ordinary. Along with this he also argues that: ‘the
Scholastics would not agree that it is to “grammar” that we must look to resolve
(or dissolve) metaphysical problems’ (p. 221). Here Feser stands in opposition
to those analytical philosophers who have drawn a line of continuity from Plato
through the scholastics to Wittgenstein’s grammatical remarks. Most notably,
G. E. M. Anscombe draws attention to the intimate relationship in Plato between
the development of metaphysics and grammar, and argues that Frege and Wittgen-
stein stand within this tradition. More recently William Charlton has argued that
grammar is central to metaphysics. An engagement with such views would be
helpful in substantiating Feser’s claim that grammar did not figure when the
scholastics sought to resolve metaphysical questions. Furthermore, although this
is a work in metaphysics, some account of the relationship between metaphysics
and logic in scholastic thought would both aid this dialogue and enable the reader
to grasp something of the subtlety of the distinctions drawn by the scholastics.
Perhaps this is a task for another work, or a revised edition. Inevitably with any
work of such broad scope not every perspective can be included, nor can every
debate be entered into. The value of Feser’s book is in its contribution to the
debates it does enter into, and the analytical clarity with which he illuminates
contemporary debate by using principles developed in scholastic thought.

DAVID GOODILL OP

NONVIOLENT ACTION: WHAT CHRISTIAN ETHICS DEMANDS BUT MOST
CHRISTIANS HAVE NEVER REALLY TRIED by Ronald J. Sider, Brazos Press,
Grand Rapids, Michigan, 2015, pp. xvi +191, $19.99, pbk

This book could be seen as a reply to Nigel Biggar’s huge book In Defence
of War (OUP, 2013). For it is a systematic and well-informed account of ways
of resolving conflicts without violence. And if what it says is true, then it is
extremely important. But how far is it true?

Sider begins with brief accounts of non-violent actions in the ancient world,
as related for example in Exodus (Chapters 1 and 2) and by Josephus. He also

C© 2015 The Dominican Council

https://doi.org/10.1111/nbfr.9_12181 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1111/nbfr.9_12181


134 Reviews

discusses Leo the Great’s negotiations with Attila the Hun. The book then goes on
to remind us of non-violent actions in the 1920s and 1930s before we encounter
two longer chapters on Gandhi (‘Defeating the British Empire’) and Martin Luther
King (‘The Battle Against American Racism’). Part 1 of the book concludes
with accounts of the successful non-violent campaigns of opposition to Somoza’s
dictatorship in Nicaragua (with the ‘Witness for Peace’ organisation) and to the
tyranny of the Marcos regime in the Philippines. Part 2 is devoted to the non-
violent successes of the Solidarity campaign against the Soviet empire in Poland
and to the overthrow of the Communist dictatorship in East Germany. Part 3
discusses three more recent examples: the successful non-violent campaign by
the women of Liberia against the tyranny of Charles Taylor; the toppling of the
dictators in Tunisia and Egypt in the ‘Arab Spring’; and the growth of small
non-violent teams of volunteers ready to work wherever they are needed, such
as the Peace Brigades International, Christian Peacemaker Teams (mostly notably
the Mennonites), Muslim Peacemaker Teams, the Ecumenical Accompaniment
Programme in Palestine and Israel, and the Nonviolent Peaceforce (an American-
inspired body founded at a conference in India). Finally, in part 4 the author
reflects on the experiences he has outlined, calling for ‘a vast exploration of non-
violent alternatives’ and arguing (echoing William James) that non-violence is
‘the moral equivalent of war’. He adds a valuable bibliography of works devoted
to the study of non-violent action.

A difference between this book and Nigel Biggar’s is that the latter takes
as its starting point that war means armed conflict between sovereign states.
While he is very clear that the concept of a ‘just war’ predates the arrival of the
modern sovereign state, which (as Philip Bobbit shows, in his massive The Shield
of Achilles) emerged only with the collapse of the European mediaeval system
in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, Biggar nevertheless concentrates on
the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. And his final chapter argues that even
the war initiated in 2003 against Iraq was a ‘just war’, contrary to what many
other just war analysts (such as David Fisher, in his The Morality of War) have
maintained. But Biggar does not consider campaigns taking place within states,
such as insurrections and the like. Whereas much of Sider’s argument is designed
to show that such campaigns of non-violent action can be both just and successful
in achieving their goals. Nevertheless the question remains: can non-violence ever
be successful (and if not then it cannot be just either) when conducting conflicts
between the governments and peoples of modern sovereign states? Could non-
violence ever have defeated (say) Hitler? Biggar’s book implies that it could
not.

Despite Sider’s careful analyses of the strengths and weaknesses of non-violent
campaigns, his emphasis is on the ethical advantages of non-violent over violent
strategies. But he does not ask himself how non-violently to combat the small
but well paid, equipped and trained armies of modern states or their sophisticated
weaponry. And even more telling is the question of how to recruit, train and
keep ready the huge numbers of non-violent volunteers (not likely to be well-
paid or equipped) that Sider sees are required to confront or replace professional
soldiers employed by governments. For professional soldiers are recruited partly
to compensate for the lack of military prowess or inclination prevailing among
most of any state’s civilian population. True, the campaigns of Gandhi and Martin
Luther King recruited huge numbers of non-violent supporters, from those who
were energised by the campaigns themselves, and these supporters were key to
their successes. But they did not maintain these volunteer non-violent armies once
the campaign was over. Sider’s case for a standing army of willing, but mostly
unpaid volunteers ready and able to deal with likely possible crises whenever and
wherever these arise, is not convincing, however desirable it may be. Governments
of states maintain standing armies of professionals precisely because most of
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their populations are otherwise occupied in the state economy. Given this fact,
recruiting an ‘army’ of non-violent volunteers to match these professionals is
surely an impossible dream. Most Christians have never really tried it, not just
because they have not been inspired to do so, but because they have other equally
Christian ways of spending their time.

But if Sider cannot convince us of the practicability of his non-violent strategy
against the armies of modern state-governments, Biggar fails to address the hugely
important question of how to deal with terrorism or of the break-up of the state
itself. Just war theory insists on the need for state authority for going to war, but
does not, indeed cannot, query the very existence of the state itself, as in the case
of Ukraine. Neither does it address the justice or otherwise of the violence of IS
or Boko Haram or other modern terrorist movements, let alone how to meet it.
Whether Sider’s case for non-violence can address these fundamental questions
any better than Biggar is a matter for serious debate. To me the answer is not
clear. What is clear, however, is that humanity’s Hobbesian existence within a
pattern of competing sovereign states on the surface of our planet, without any
over-arching authority, is under threat from climate change, the internet, the
prevalence of global markets for goods and services, etc. etc. I doubt whether
either non-violence or just war can cope with these huge new dangers. Perhaps
the European Union is pointing the right way.

BRIAN WICKER

UNDERSTANDING ŚAṄKARA: ESSAYS BY RICHARD DE SMET edited by
Ivo Coelho, Motilal Barasidass Publishers, Delhi, 2013, pp. xii + 525, 800
rupees, hbk

Catholic missionary theologians working in the East in the first half of the
twentieth century were all formed in neo-Thomist theology. This shaped their
approach to the cultures they encountered and to the intellectual traditions
found within them. As the concern to develop inculturated forms of Christianity
developed, Thomism determined the approach taken in a number of fundamental
ways: first, it was argued that the encounter with the non-Christian thought of the
East paralleled and further extended Thomas’s own rich and creative encounter
with Greek, Islamic and Jewish thought; second, Thomas’s affirmation that
grace perfected nature and that therefore revelation perfected human reasoning
supported a positive openness to the truth and value of non-Christian intellectual
traditions; and third, Thomas’s account of God, creation and human nature
formed the basis for identifying what counted as that truth and value. Thomism
thus provided both the principles and the pattern for the modern engagement
with non-Christian thought and for developing expressions of Christian faith
which simultaneously were in continuity with the Christian faith held universally
in the Church and yet properly inculturated into the traditions of the East.

In the case of India, Catholic missionary scholars undertook serious study of
Indian intellectual and spiritual traditions. The twentieth century thus saw the
flourishing of a form of Catholic Indology which met the scholarly demands
of Indology, as the study of classical and later Indian languages, along with the
textual traditions and the concrete spiritual traditions, while also Catholic in being
concerned with what it meant for Catholic theology and faith to encounter them.
At the centre of this endeavour was what came to be known as the ‘Calcutta
school of Indology,’ whose members were principally Belgian Jesuits based in
Calcutta. The Calcutta mission was the responsibility of the Belgian province
at the time. It was this province to which Fr Richard de Smet SJ (1916–1997)
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