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Welcome and thanks 

What a wonderful last few days together!  I have always found it energizing to be able to hit 

pause on the academic grind to hear what fellow scholars are working on, to catch up with old 

friends and meet new ones.  But this conference has been an experience of particular joy, 

coming as it does after over a year of drought.  It feels as though we’ve come through this 

terrible catastrophe separately and alone, and discovered that amazingly, there are still all 

these people out there who are still working on medieval and Renaissance philosophy!   

Let me begin by expressing gratitude to at least some of the causes and principles of this 

event, and first of all, to my invaluable co-organizer and efficient cause of form, Fr. John Peck.  

Fr. John is the one of the few people I know that is even more of a perfectionist than I am, and 

this conference could never have been pulled off without him.  Fr. John starting working on this 

just as he was just starting to write his dissertation here; now he’s gone off to become an 

assistant professor at St. Louis University.   

Gratitude also goes to my SMRP executive committee colleagues—Sean Erwin, Roslyn 

Weiss, Christina Van Dyke—who hammered out back in 2019 what the first-ever SMRP 

conference might look like.  And special thanks also to Claire Murphy, one of our medieval 
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students in the History and Philosophy of Science program here at ND, who like Cadmus, raised 

and launched a small army of moderators at the last minute.  And I want to acknowledge Lauri 

Roberts and Kristen Garven-Podell, our event organizing team here in the College of Arts & 

Letters, for their tremendous work managing all the practical details over the last few days. 

Finally, I particularly want to thank the proximate mover who is responsible, behind the 

scenes, for the final impetus bringing this event into existence.  Many of you will remember Bob 

Pasnau’s tremendous medieval philosophy conference at UC Boulder in April 2018.  I remember 

after the conference Bob said, “Look, there’s clearly a need; we have to have some regular 

venue to meet as an entire discipline.”  And that was the point at which the emails started to go 

around the SMRP Executive Committee to discuss if we could make that happen through 

Society sponsorship.  And now three and a half years and a pandemic later, here we all are! 

  

2.  Historical Remarks 

 

As we celebrate our inaugural conference, this would be an appropriate time to look back to 

our first origins and see where we’ve come from, in order to discern where we’re heading as a 

Society.   

 The Society for Medieval and Renaissance Philosophy was born at a meeting attended 

by 33 people, held at the APA Eastern Division Meeting almost 44 years ago, on December 28, 

1977.  Here’s how the purpose of the Society was originally conceived, according to the SMRP 

history that was compiled by Mary Clark and subsequently revised by Jim Long.  

 



 3 

“The chairman, Arthur Hyman, announced that the purpose for founding such a society was to foster 

research, to organize scholarly sessions and conferences, to undertake publications, and to 

cooperate with other learned societies in common projects. It was the consensus of those attending 

this meeting that medieval philosophy was rarely represented at the sessions held by the American 

Philosophical Association and the presentations which did occur were often unscholarly and even 

biased. The tendency at the time by those philosophers who did present scholarly papers was to 

approach the medieval thinkers with the techniques of linguistic analysis while neglecting their 

philosophical insights in metaphysics, philosophical analysis and ethics. After general agreement that 

there was a need for scholars in the medieval and renaissance periods to organize sessions 

manifesting the serious and creative philosophical thinking which occurred in those periods, the 

chairman called for the nomination and election of officers and Executive Committee members.” 

 

The remarks in this paragraph are striking in two ways, as a Scholastic might put it, dupliciter.   

First, it is interesting that the motivation is described as arising from a dissatisfaction 

with the medieval and renaissance programming at APA meetings.  So I spent an interesting 

afternoon rummaging, on your behalf, through the proceedings of the APA Eastern to see what 

medieval and Renaissance philosophy at the APA looked like, in the decade prior to the 

founding of the SMRP, from 1967-1976.   

Surprisingly, I did not find even one single paper on Renaissance philosophy at the APA 

during this time period.  And one could have pried oneself regretfully loose from one’s 

comfortable fireside and headed to a glittering but cold East Coast hotel between Christmas 

and New Year’s for ten years in a row, and only ever encountered four main program panels on 
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medieval philosophy: one on medieval logic in 1970, a general medieval panel in 1972, Aquinas 

& Descartes in 73, and Aquinas in 74.   

Now keep in mind that this is a decade when the size of the APA Eastern program nearly 

doubles in size, from roughly 19 main program sessions to 35.  But that increase did not come 

with any expansion in medieval and Renaissance offerings.  Moreover, an inspection of the APA 

offerings in the ten years before the founding of SMRP bears out the complaint that the APA-

sponsored medieval presentations are “unscholarly.”  Of course, one recognizes the names of 

major contribution to scholarship on medieval philosophy: Kretzmann, Lisska, McCord Adams, 

Freddoso, Wolter.  But most panelists did not have any kind of sustained career or reputation in 

medieval philosophy, and most notable names from the period are glaringly absent.  In short, 

the APA Eastern programs from the 1960s and 70s do not give the impression of being the 

place where the best and brightest readers of medieval philosophy of the era are gathering to 

share their research.  So the founding of SMRP, in a sense, is part of a quest by medieval and 

renaissance philosophy to secure a seat at the table of the APA.   

But the second thing that stood out to me from this paragraph is the undercurrent of 

methodological anxiety.  Now this is an era in which one of the founding members of the SMRP, 

Norman Kretzmann, wrote just five years later in the Cambridge History of Later Medieval 

Philosophy about the need to rescue medieval philosophy from what he called the 

“philosophical ghetto” in which it had been previously studied, which many readers then and 

now have taken as a not very favorable comment on Neo-Scholasticism.  In contrast, the SMRP 

history we just read rather tellingly makes a dismissive remark about “approaching medieval 

thinkers through the techniques of linguistic analysis.”  There, the blame seems to be placed 
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rather on the analytic philosophy of the 70s for an impoverishment of scope and methodology 

that made it unable to appreciate the richness of medieval and renaissance thought.  Talk of 

intellectual “ghettos,” in that era, goes both ways.  Perhaps the question of who is in the ghetto 

only depends on which side of the wall you’re standing on. 

We’re steering a little too close to some dangerous waters for a talk that is meant to be 

an accompaniment to cake!  Anyway, I myself, as someone who in that era existed only virtually 

in potentia Dei, am certainly not competent to chart a course through such waters.  (Our 

previous Secretary-Treasurer, John Inglis, has written, as many of you know, an entire book on 

the historiography of medieval philosophy in English speaking academia.)   

We’ll be out of the rapids in a moment, though, because all of this brings me to the third 

interesting observation about the founding of the Society that brings us together today. 

Let me read a bit further in the history document to the names of those elected to the 

first SMRP Executive Committee: They were  

 

Professors Marilyn Adams (UCLA), Mary Clark (Manhattanville), Arthur Hyman (Colombia and 

Yeshiva), Norman Kretzmann (Cornell), Edward Mahoney (Duke), Armand Maurer (Pontifical Institute 

of Mediaeval Studies, Toronto), Calvin Normore (Princeton), Eileen Serene (Yale) [later became a 

lawyer], John Wippel (Catholic University). 

 

Now given that we have just been talking about methodological anxiety, I was particularly 

struck by the methodological diversity on the first SMRP Executive Committee.  These scholars 

are almost all household names today, but for very different reasons: some for their editions 
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and translations; some for making medieval and renaissance thought respectable within 

analytic circles; some for their contextualizing historical work and careful parsing of texts.   

Whatever the individual methodological preferences and perhaps even prejudices 

individual members may have had, the SMRP from its birth has been an institution that has 

drawn together the full range of approaches to medieval and renaissance philosophy.  When I 

became Vice-President four years ago, Eileen Sweeney told me that in her view, one of the 

things the Society does best, and something the Executive Committee should be constantly 

nourishing, is this recognition that different approaches make irreplaceably complementary 

contributions to our understanding and appreciation of medieval and renaissance thought.  I 

think the historical trajectory of the Society bears that out, from our founding documents, all 

the way through to the program of our Inaugural Conference this week.   

 

3.  Where are we now? 

 

Now let us fast-forward 44 years, to the year 2021.  Where is the Society for Medieval and 

Renaissance Philosophy today, an entire generation after its founding?  Well, here are more 

numbers whereby to measure being:  

Our conference program this week had 31 panels --- that’s the same program size as the 

entire APA Eastern program in the mid-70s!   

There were 33 attendees at the founding meeting in 1977.  Today, our membership rolls 

stand at nearly 12 times that number, with 387 members.  The Society has also broadened its 

reach over the years.  Our members are all over the world now, and this conference drew 
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attendees and presenters not only from the United States and Canada (the countries originally 

represented by our Founding executive committee), but also from Belgium, Brazil, China, the 

Czech Republic, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Hong Kong, Italy, Mexico, The 

Netherlands, South Korea, Slovakia, Sweden, Turkey, and the United Kingdom.  (Maybe we 

should rename ourselves the United Nations of Medieval and Renaissance Philosophy!  

Actually, I should mention here that two other organizations representing medieval philosophy 

in Europe, SOFIME, and SIEPM, have recently indicated interest in partnering with us on future 

activities; what that might look like will depend on member interest, but it’s an important step 

for SMRP to be engaging more deliberately with the global scholarly community.) 

Zooming out to a broader look at the field of medieval and renaissance philosophy 

today, one can detect a significant shift from a generation ago, which is at least partly due to 

the tireless efforts of SMRP members past and present. I cannot say whether contemporary 

philosophers today are more likely to engage with philosophers of the past than a generation 

ago.  But it is certainly true that any list of past philosophers considered worthy of engagement 

is much more likely to include medieval and renaissance thinkers today than in former days.  

Even within our own discipline, the scope of inquiry has expanded considerably.  The Jewish 

and Islamic traditions were already represented in our Society from the very first days, but their 

study has grown considerably within the Society since then; and there is also a growing interest 

in texts produced outside traditional academic circles in the vernacular. 

 All of this means that we’re at a turning point as a Society.  For the first part of its life, 

the SMRP was focused on bringing scholarly research of the highest quality to other society 

conferences: primarily to the APA, but then eventually also the Renaissance Society of America, 
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and now more recently also to the American Catholic Philosophical Association and the 

Medieval Congress in Kalamazoo.   Now we’ve grown to the point to having our own 

conference—and one which showcases a discipline with remarkable vitality, breadth of inquiry, 

and youthful energy.  We’ve reached a stage of maturity, both for the discipline at large and for 

the Society representing it, where we can begin more confidently to set our own agenda. 

 This moment opens up two important opportunities that I want to put forward tonight 

for our consideration as a Society.   

  

Opportunity #1. 

The first opportunity I see for us, moving forward, is the opportunity to allow ourselves to take 

seriously the full range of the material that is offered up by this time period—in other words to 

allow ourselves to find the entire time period to be interesting.   

Now if we feel ourselves to be in the position of begging for a seat at the table, this 

artificially restricts what we can count as “interesting” work.  When we’re trying to get the 

attention of someone else, it is natural to prioritize the themes and thinkers that we think will 

be most attention-getting, and de-prioritize the ones we think will be off-putting: to pry the 

externally interesting bits loose and offer them up as “spare parts” for someone else’s 

philosophical or historical or cultural project.   

But something that is alive carries within itself its own internal principle of motion—its 

own internal interest that elicits our desire to know.  Allowing medieval and renaissance 

philosophical traditions to be alive in this way means acknowledging that they may have 

something to teach us beyond providing fodder for our own debates.  It means acknowledging 
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that we can’t know what these traditions might say until we let them speak to us in their “full 

range.”   

So as a scholarly community, we have to find ways of making it possible to allow the 

medieval and renaissance traditions to speak to us in their “full range.”  This is the equivalent of 

doing “basic science” for us: that is, work that is exploratory and appreciative rather than 

merely instrumental to some technological goal.   

What would it mean to have an appreciation of the “full range of medieval and 

renaissance philosophical material”?  It means two things:  

First of all, the full range of sources, both the canonical and the yet-undiscovered.  We 

see from the program that the discipline has grown far beyond the “Aquinas-Scotus-Ockham” 

canon.  In fact, I counted no less than forty different medieval and renaissance thinkers named 

in the titles of the talks given at this conference.  I think this is absolutely remarkable coverage, 

and a testament to the energy that the members of this Society are investing in telling the story 

of this period in a more comprehensive way.  What your research tells all of us is that this 

period is interesting not just for a few isolated “major thinkers” springing out like sparks into 

the gloom, but for the vibrancy of an entire philosophical community with a rich philosophical 

life.   

 Secondly, I also mean the full range of themes, whether they line up neatly with our 

modern disciplinary divisions.  We’re no longer in an environment where we have to “sanitize” 

our authors to prove the value of studying them.  Just today, for instance, we heard from 

Tobias Hoffmann on angelology and Richard Cross on Christology, showing that how important 

theological material is for an undistorted view of the philosophical contributions of the era.  



 10 

The same can be said, I think, of medieval and renaissance investigations into nature—the 

cosmologies or meteorologies or zoologies, which are often glossed them over as “bad 

science.”  That area didn’t have much air time on this year’s program, but I hope we’ll see more 

of such work in the future. 

Because as a Society we are already taking this “full range” of sources and themes more 

seriously, we are in the position of being able to tell more fine-grained histories of the 

philosophical concepts that animate medieval and renaissance thought.  I would urge us to 

tackle this task more deliberately and systematically, and think about how we can support it in 

publications and conferences.  This is, at heart, a fundamentally collaborative task.  We need 

scholars who are establishing critical texts, scholars reading those texts and figuring out what 

they mean philosophically, scholars who can offer with deep and comprehensive expertise in 

different thinkers, and scholars who can put smaller puzzle pieces together into bigger 

historical pictures.   

So it is worth asking ourselves, moving forward: How do we link up spheres of expertise 

that are currently operating in isolation?  What could the Society do to stimulate conversations 

among, for instance, people who are working on themes like demonstration, or perception, or 

language, or emanation theory, but in different authors?  What kinds of collaborations might be 

possible?  I know there are some informal working groups or reading groups out there: What 

have you learned, and how can the Society help bring your discoveries to a wider audience? 

 

Opportunity #2 
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The topic of collaboration across individual spheres of expertise brings us to a second 

opportunity.  This opportunity is that of tackling the elephant in the room, which has to do with 

who is not in the room right now: namely, How do we do a better job being the “Society for 

Medieval and Renaissance Philosophy”?   

We might start by asking why medieval and renaissance philosophy were joined like this 

in the first place.  One of the longstanding members of the Society told me that at the 

beginning, it was simply a matter of two neglected disciplines joining forces to gain greater 

recognition. 

But this pragmatic union hasn’t generated much exchange between the two traditions 

themselves, which also tend not to be very evenly represented in the Society’s membership or 

activities.  (Even this week, only about 10% of our papers have been on renaissance 

philosophy.) 

Now the split is reinforced by the fact that Society activities have been largely focused 

on other academic society meetings.  And Renaissance scholars are not to be found in 

abundance at the Medieval Congress in Kalamazoo.  Similarly, medievalists are not lining up in 

droves for the Renaissance Society of America meetings.   

The Program Committee has made heroic efforts to include both in APA programming.  

But still, sometimes it feels as though the SMRP is two societies in one. 

Maybe the status quo suits the interests of our current members.  That would be fine.  

But I can’t help wondering if there’s an opportunity here for us: namely, to work on dissolving 

the artificial historical demarcation lines that prevent us from considering the medieval and 

Renaissance traditions as part of a single conversation with a set of shared sources and 
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concepts.  Of course the political and social contexts are different.  Of course thinkers in one 

tradition defines themselves over and against thinkers in another.  But those sorts of obstacles 

don’t stop us from recognizing that a Dominican in 13th-century Christian Europe can be part of 

a metaphysics conversation with a physician-philosopher in 10th-century Muslim Persia.  Why 

do we have so much trouble with this when it comes to medieval and renaissance philosophy? 

Just as an example of how this can be done, we can point to the very first SMRP session 

which took place at the APA Eastern in 1979, which was called “Late Greek, Medieval and 

Renaissance Controversies concerning the Human Intellect,” chaired by Paul Kristeller.  It had 

two papers, one by Edward Cranz, “Two Debates about the Intellect: Alexander of Aphrodisias 

and the Greeks, and Nifo and the Renaissance Philosophers”; and one by Carlos Bazán, 

“Thirteenth-century Controversies concerning the Intellect: Siger of Brabant and Thomas 

Aquinas.”  (I would give anything to have been in the room for that!)   

Could we do more along these lines?  I think we could.  There’s been increasing interest 

in the medieval antecedents of early modernity, and if we’re going to connect up those dots, 

let’s investigate how that line runs through the Renaissance and Baroque Scholasticism.  This is 

a unique contribution that the Society for Medieval and Renaissance Philosophy is uniquely 

poised to make. 

 

It’s important to remember: Why are these opportunities open to us today?  It’s 

precisely because of the vitality, energy, and collected expertise that we saw evident in the last 

couple of days in our Society, which has been nurtured by so many dedicated members and 

which has grown so remarkably over the course of a generation.   
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Let me close with a quote from al-Kindī, who writes: “We should have great gratitude to 

those who have contributed even a little of the truth, for they have shared with us the fruits of 

their thought . . . If they had not lived, these true principles would not have been assembled for 

us, even with intense research throughout our time.” 

I have great gratitude to you all for contributing a little of the truth and assembling 

some of the true principles for all of us this week. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


