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In the foreword to the book, Fredrick D. Aquino suggests that the aim of this work is to hold space
to appreciate ‘the nuances of Newman’s philosophical thought,” both inside ‘the pragmatist
tradition’ and as it relates to “‘modern philosophy’ (xi). Aquino, a theologian from Southern
Methodist University, sets up a challenging goal. Author Marial Corona, the Director of Operations
at the Lumen Christi Institute (Chicago, IL), largely succeeds in matching that claim.

The book, based on Corona’s dissertation written while at the University of Navarra, is well
laid out. The front matter contains a dedication, the table of contents, the aforementioned foreword,
acknowledgements, and abbreviations. The main content consists of an introduction, followed by
four chapters containing several sub-sections (which also include additional divisions), and a
conclusion (that is oddly formatted as back matter in the table of contents). The book ends with a
bibliography and index.

In the ‘Introduction,” Corona makes clear that her framing of Newman will be a largely
Peircean one. Moreover, she suggests that her analysis does some retrospective sense-making
regarding Newman. Corona argues that the book ‘make(s) it possible to place him within the
pragmatic tradition, specifically as its forerunner, since he preceded Peirce by half a century’ (4-5).

The first chapter, ‘Focusing the Lens,” operates as both a bibliographical overview of John
Henry Newman (1801-1890) and a starting point for the comparative work that Corona is
attempting in subsequent chapters. The first main section of this chapter, ‘A Sketch of Newman’s
Life,” is broken down further into irregularly spaced periods of his life that are grouped
thematically. The first thirty-plus years get the least coverage, mainly focusing on how his
educational journey led to an ‘intellectual struggle’ as he broke with the ‘liberal outlook’ of his
training while at the University of Oxford (15). The next several years are couched in a more
religious manner, noting his shifting allegiances as he moved further from the Church of England
and closer to the embrace of Catholicism. The early-to-mid-1840s make this shift permanent, as
readers find Newman transiting from being an Anglican vicar to a Catholic priest. At this point,
Newman’s career as a priest is marked by nearly twenty-years which Corona depicts as toggling
between ‘intense activity’ and periods of ‘silence and retreat,” whist always focusing on a
‘commitment to truth’ (25). That same commitment shaped his final decades as well. In the end,
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Corona notes, Newman was recognized by both the church he left and the one he embraced, dying
as a Cardinal who saw ‘his life’s work as a fight against liberalism in religion’ (31).

The second section, ‘A Sketch of Pragmatism,’ is largely that, a gloss on the leading figures in
pragmatism: Charles Sanders Peirce, William James, and John Dewey. But it is also a sweeping
overview of supplemental thinkers Willard Quine, Richard Rorty, Susan Haack, Hilary Putnam,
Jirgen Habermas, and Cheryl Misak. The rationale for this overview becomes clear in the third
section, ‘Commitments of Pragmatism to Which Newman Subscribes.” Herein, Corona subjects
Newman’s worldview to the test of Peirce’s pragmatism by way of Misak. The first commitment
that is shared by these thinkers is that ‘historical context is essential for grasping the flexible and
nuanced nature of human discourse’ (43), The second is that knowledge is warranted ‘because of
its practical success in enabling individuals to cope with the world’ (47). The third and final
commitment is to view ‘knowledge as it is formed and given in everyday experience’ (50).

The second chapter, ‘Newman as a Philosopher,” funnels the observations of the first into an
account of Newman’s wide-ranging and decidedly personalistic philosophical worldview.
Interestingly, the first main section of this chapter, ‘Engagement with His Predecessors,” eschews
pragmatists entirely, instead focusing on: Francis Bacon, John Locke, Issac Newton, Joseph Butler,
and David Hume. Whereas Hume and Locke challenged Newman’s own perspective, the other
three provided ‘insights’ central to ‘his theory of knowledge’ (66).

The second section, ‘Engagement with His Contemporaries,’ is a variation on the previous
section, discussing Newman’s charged relationship with academic Richard Whately, as well as his
friendship with engineer and naval architect William Froude and his wife Catherine. In Whately,
Newman found ‘a solid philosophical foundation,” no less improvements in his own writing and
reasoning (68). In the Froudes, he found a four-decade long ‘intellectual friendship’ that challenged
his views ‘about the nature of evidence and belief” (70). The third section, ‘Engagement with Some
Philosophical Doctrines of His Time,’ is really a detailed unpacking of Newman’s concerns with
both rationalism and liberalism. To him, rationalism emphasizes ‘the mechanical application of
logic to the point of excluding’ other equally important ‘habits of the mind’ (57). He also argued
that that tendency was as aspect of the more general problems in a liberal temperament. But that
viewpoint was almost exclusively focused on ‘liberalism in religion’ and not in the wider “political
and cultural’ realms (80). The fourth section, ‘Newman’s Reception in the Twentieth and Twenty-

First Centuries,” pushes beyond his own life to examine the varied way others viewed his
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philosophical ideas. While Italian existentialist Nicola Abbagagnano argued that Newman was ‘the
initiator of the philosophy of action, also known as pragmatism’ (95), philosopher Ono Ekeh and
others see in Newman aspects of ‘philosophical phenomenology’ (97). Regardless of the various
views, Corona ends by suggesting that the record challenges any notion that Newman lacked in
‘philosophical depth’ (102).

The third chapter, ‘Affinities between Neuman and Pragmatism,’ can be read as an extension of
the final section of the first chapter. Herein, Corona lays out five connections between Newman
and the pragmatic philosophical tradition with a special emphasis on the more Peircean side of the
same. The first section of this chapter, ‘Grounding in the Aristotelian Tradition,” finds Corona
arguing that there is a shared commitment ‘to a realist epistemology’ (105), even if Newman
jettisoned the more metaphysical aspects of the Aristotelian worldview (112). The second section,
‘Interest in the Unity of Knowledge,’ suggests a further linkage by way of ‘a reasonable integration
of the different aspects of reality’ (113). The third section, ‘The Search for Truth as a Collective
Pursuit through Time,” argues that Newman and pragmatists alike see knowledge generation as a
communal act anchored to methods that are ‘cooperative and public’ as well as ‘subject to constant
revision and improvement’ (122). The fourth section, ‘Recognition of the Role of Difficulties in the
Pursuit of Knowledge,” notes Newman’s commitment to what Peirce had once called ‘contrite
fallibilism’ (132), where errors and doubt are a positive part of the search for truth. In the fifth
section, ‘Newman’s Illative Sense and Peirce’s Abductive Reasoning,” Corona argues that the
differences in temperament and terminology can’t obscure the fact that both Peirce and Newman
believed that ‘conclusions reached must be tested . . . and presented to the larger community’
(151).

The fourth chapter, ‘Prospects That Emerge from This Comparison,” obscures the previously
developed thesis of Newman as a pragmatic forerunner, only to briefly return to it in the final
pages. In the first main section of this chapter, ‘Liberal Education,” Corona argues that this form of
training is ‘the most effective means to form a good citizen’ (155). The second section, ‘Personal
Influence,” suggests that a person’s acts of persuasion serve as a buttress against cold and de-
individuated ‘authoritarianism’ (165). The third section, ‘Conscience,’ is an extension of the
previous section. In it, Corona argues that a person who knows the truth must, on some level, bring
it to others given that it is ‘both a moral sense and a sense of duty’ (171). The fourth section,

‘Fallibilism and Pluralism,’ returns to a focus on pragmatic connections and echoes some of the
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content that was found in the previous chapter. In so doing, Corona must again retrospectively
frame Newman’s ‘rich, nuanced, and resourceful understanding of truth’ in a Peircean manner
(179).

The ‘Conclusion’ summarizes much of what occurred in the body of the book. But, in doing so,
Corona makes an observation that suggests a degree of hesitation, noting that Newman’s ‘work is
compatible with the central tenets of classical pragmatism’ (193). Such a claim is a decided step
back from the argument—initially offered in the introduction and found throughout the rest of the
bok—that he was a forerunner. If anything, it is in keeping with the more modest suggestion that
the subtitle of the book provides.

There are some additional quibbles that can be leveled at a book of this sort. Occasionally,
Corona’s focus on names and dates can overwhelm the flow of the actual analysis. At other times,
the decision to approach a theoretical point thematically rather than chronologically can lead to
switchbacks that obscure the larger point(s) she is making. It is also the case that Corona perhaps
overstates the uniqueness of pragmatism to make the linkages to Newman easier to justify. To be
clear, these are problems common to the dissertation-to-book process. As such, they are only
qualified demerits to what is an otherwise engaging book.

Early in the book, Aquino called this book ‘refreshing and exploratory’ (xi). I think that
accurately describes Corona’s book. For those involved in religious studies, it brings Newman into
contact with philosophers who helped break the hold of formal logicians and absolute idealists. For
pragmatists, it suggests yet another thinker whose work engages ideas central to their work, while

doing so in a decidedly individualistic way.

Mark Porrovecchio, Oregon State University
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