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editorial introduction

Bertrand Russell’s History of Western Philosophy (1946; hereaft er History) provides 
a model for some of the signifi cant features of the present work. Like Russell’s 
more general history, our history of Western philosophy of religion consists prin-
cipally of chapters devoted to the works of individual thinkers, selected because 
of their “considerable importance”. Of course, we do not claim to have provided 
coverage of all of those who have made important contributions to Western phil-
osophy of religion. However, we think that anyone who has made a signifi cant 
contribution to Western philosophy of religion has either seriously engaged with 
the works of philosophers who are featured in this work, or has produced work 
that has been a focus of serious engagement for philosophers who are featured in 
this work.

Like Russell, we have aimed for contributions that show how the philosophy of 
religion developed by a given thinker is related to that thinker’s life, and that trace 
out connections between the views developed by a given philosopher and the 
views of their predecessors, contemporaries and successors. While our primary 
aim is to provide an account of the ideas, concepts, claims and arguments devel-
oped by each of the philosophers under consideration, we think – with Russell 
– that this aim is unlikely to be achieved in a work in which “each philosopher 
appears as in a vacuum”.

Again like Russell, we have only selected philosophers or religious writers who 
belong to, or have exerted a signifi cant impact on, the intellectual tradition of the 
West (i.e. western Europe and the Anglo- American world). We realize that this 
selection criterion alone excludes from our work a number of important thinkers 
and religious groups or traditions, such as: Asian philosophers of religion, partic-
ularly those representing such religions as Hinduism, Buddhism, Confucianism 
and Taoism; African philosophers of religion; and individuals, texts and traditions 
emanating from indigenous religions, such as those found in the native popu-
lations of Australia and the Pacifi c Islands. Clearly, the non- Western world has 
produced thinkers who have made important, and oft en overlooked, contributions 
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to the philosophy of religion. We have decided, however, not to include any entries 
on these thinkers, and our decision is based primarily on the (admittedly not 
incontestable) view that the Asian, African and indigenous philosophical and 
religious traditions have not had a great impact on the main historical narrative 
of the West. It would therefore have been diffi  cult to integrate the various non-
 Western thinkers into the fi ve- volume structure of the present work. Th e best way 
to redress this omission, in our view, is to produce a separate multi- volume work 
that would be dedicated to the history of non- Western philosophy of religion, a 
project that we invite others to take up.

Where we have departed most signifi cantly from Russell is that our work 
has been written by a multitude of contributors, whereas Russell’s work was the 
product of just one person. In the preface to his History, Russell claimed that:

Th ere is … something lost when many authors co- operate. If there is 
any unity in the movement of history, if there is any intimate relation 
between what goes before and what comes later, it is necessary, for 
setting this forth, that earlier and later periods should be synthesized 
in a single mind. (1946: 5)

We think that Russell exaggerates the diffi  culties in, and underestimates the bene-
fi ts of, having a multitude of expert contributors. On the one hand, someone who 
is an expert on the work of a given philosopher is bound to have expert knowledge 
of the relation between the work of that philosopher, what goes before and what 
comes aft er. On the other hand, and as Russell himself acknowledged, it is impos-
sible for one person to have the expertise of a specialist across such a wide fi eld. 
(Indeed, while Russell’s History is admirable for its conception and scope, there is 
no doubt that it is far from a model for good historical scholarship.)

Of course, Russell’s worry about a multiplicity of authors does recur at the edito-
rial level: the editors of this work have no particular claim to expertise concerning 
any of the philosophers who are featured in the work. In order to alleviate this 
problem, we invited all of the contributors to read draft s of neighbouring contri-
butions, acting on the assumption that someone who is an expert on a particular 
philosopher is likely to have reasonably good knowledge of contemporaries and 
near contemporaries of that philosopher. Moreover, each of the fi ve volumes comes 
with an expert introduction, written by someone who is much better placed than 
we are to survey the time period covered in the given volume.

Obviously enough, it is also the case that the present work does not have the 
kind of narrative unity that is possessed by Russell’s work. Our work juxtaposes 
contributions from experts who make very diff erent theoretical assumptions, 
and who belong to diverse philosophical schools and traditions. Again, it seems 
to us that this represents an advantage: there are many diff erent contemporary 
approaches to philosophy of religion, and each of these approaches suggests a 
diff erent view about the preceding history. Even if there is “unity in the movement 
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of history”, it is clear that there is considerable disagreement about the precise 
nature of that unity.

Although our work is divided into fi ve volumes – and despite the fact that we 
have given labels to each of these volumes – we attach no particular signifi cance to 
the way in which philosophers are collected together by these volumes. Th e order 
of the chapters is determined by the dates of birth of the philosophers who are 
the principal subjects of those chapters. While it would not be a task for a single 
evening, we do think that it should be possible to read the fi ve volumes as a single, 
continuous work.

* * *

Collectively, our primary debt is to the 109 people who agreed to join with us in 
writing the material that appears in this work. We are indebted also to Tristan 
Palmer, who oversaw the project on behalf of Acumen. Tristan initially searched 
for someone prepared to take on the task of editing a single- volume history of 
Western philosophy of religion, and was actively involved in the shaping of the 
fi nal project. He also provided invaluable advice on the full range of editorial 
questions that arise in a project on this scale. Th anks, too, to the copy- editors 
and others at Acumen, especially Kate Williams, who played a role in the comple-
tion of this project, and to the anonymous reviewers who provided many helpful 
comments. We are grateful to Karen Gillen for proofreading and indexing all fi ve 
volumes, and to the Helen McPherson Smith Trust, which provided fi nancial 
support for this project. We also acknowledge our debt to Monash University, 
and to our colleagues in the School of Philosophy and Bioethics. Special thanks 
to Dirk Baltzly for his suggestions about potential contributors to the volume on 
ancient Western philosophy of religion and for his editorial help with the chapter 
on Pythagoras.

Apart from these collective debts, Graham Oppy acknowledges personal 
debts to friends and family, especially to Camille, Gilbert, Calvin and Alfi e. N. N. 
Trakakis is also grateful for the support of family and friends while working on 
this project, which he dedicates to his nephew and niece, Nicholas and Adrianna 
Trakakis: my prayer is that you will come to share the love of wisdom cultivated 
by the great fi gures in these volumes.

Graham Oppy
N. N. Trakakis
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1
twentieth- century philosophy of 

religion: an introduction
Charles Taliaferro

Off ering an overview of twentieth- century philosophy of religion is as daunting 
as off ering a unifi ed narrative of twentieth- century art. Th ere is simply too much 
turbulence and diversity to make for any neat portrait. But one general obser-
vation seems secure: philosophical refl ection on religion has formed a major, 
vibrant part of some of the best philosophy in the past century. We now have a 
virtual library of a hundred years of fi rst- rate, diverse philosophy of religion. At 
the close of the century there are more societies, institutions, journals, conferences 
and publishing houses dedicated to philosophy of religion than any other area of 
philosophical enquiry. Th e enduring appeal of philosophy of religion may be seen 
in the fact that many prestigious twentieth- century philosophers whose names are 
not featured with their own chapter in this volume nonetheless did some work on 
the philosophy of religion. Selecting fi gures from the second- half of the twentieth 
century, Michael Dummett, Robert Nozick, Hilary Putnam and John Rawls are 
representative of those whose main work is remote from mainstream philosophy 
of religion, but who nonetheless contributed in diff erent ways to philosophical 
refl ection on God, revelation, the theistic problem of evil, mystical experience and 
the rationality of religious belief.

Th ere are three sections in what follows. Th e fi rst takes up what I suggest is the 
largest theme in twentieth- century philosophy of religion, the second takes up a 
greater breadth of projects and the third comments on one lesson we might learn 
from the historical study in this volume.

gods and giants

One way to begin building up a picture of twentieth- century philosophy of reli-
gion is to invoke Plato’s famous depiction of philosophy as a battle between the 
gods and the giants. In the Sophist Plato depicts the gods as trying to account for 
the world in terms of higher, incorporeal forms, while the giants seek to privilege 
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terrestrial, material reality. If we stretch this metaphor somewhat and depict the 
gods as idealists and theists and the giants as naturalists, a great deal of twentieth-
 century philosophy of religion may be seen as taken up in this massive, perhaps 
perennial, struggle.

Th e twentieth century in the Anglophone world began with the gods having 
a modest edge. F. H. Bradley and J. M. E. McTaggart propounded sophisticated 
idealist systems that were highly infl uential in philosophy of religion. While 
McTaggart was an atheist, he defended the view that souls are immortal, destined 
for a community of love. Bradley’s work encouraged monist and theistic models of 
the divine. Bernard Bosanquet and Andrew Seth Pringle- Patterson also advanced 
an idealist foundation for religious belief. Th e assault on idealism by G. E. Moore 
and especially by Bertrand Russell may be seen as (in part) a movement to more 
thoroughly secularize the projects of philosophy. In his classic early paper, “Th e 
Refutation of Idealism” (1903), Moore explicitly sees himself as refuting a system 
of philosophy that characterizes reality as spiritual. Neither Moore nor Russell 
were thoroughgoing lifelong naturalists (indeed, at times both presented powerful 
arguments against naturalism), but they did tip the scales ever so slightly toward 
the giants.

Of those philosophers who feature in their own chapters here, the following 
may be seen as supporting theism, idealism or a religious understanding of the 
divine that goes beyond secular naturalism: William James, Henri Bergson, 
Alfred North Whitehead and Charles Hartshorne, Max Scheler, Martin Buber, 
Jacques Maritain, Karl Jaspers, Karl Barth, William P. Alston, Alvin Plantinga 
and Richard Swinburne. Others in the camp who fl ourished in the mid twentieth 
century include James Baillie, Nikolai Berdyaev, C. A. Campbell, A. C. Ewing, 
H. H. Farmer, Austin Farrer, Etienne Gilson, C. E. M. Joad, E. L. Mascal, H. H. 
Price, Hastings Rashdall, William Sorley, John Smith, A. E. Taylor, William 
Temple and F. R. Tennant. In the last quarter of the twentieth century, philosoph-
ical advocates of theism are abundant. Th e following are representative in addition 
to Plantinga, Alston and Swinburne: Marilyn McCord Adams, Robert Merrihew 
Adams, William Lane Craig, Alan Donagan, William Hasker, Brian Hebblethwaite, 
Norman Kretzmann, John Lucas, George Mavrodes, Basil Mitchell, Philip L. 
Quinn, James Ross, Eleonore Stump, Charles Taylor, William Wainwright, Merold 
Westphal, Nicholas Wolferstorff  and Linda Zagzebski.

Interestingly, there are not many chapters in this volume arguing for an exclu-
sively secular naturalist position. John Dewey allowed for religious values and 
was not a reductive or strict naturalist, but he certainly built a strong case against 
theism based on a broadly conceived naturalism. Russell dedicated serious work 
against theism along with idealism. And while A. J. Ayer’s logical positivism 
shared with Berkeleyan idealism a high role for mental states, Ayer argued force-
fully against the coherence of both theism and Hegelian idealism, along with a 
case against the cognitive meaningfulness of ethics. Th e movement that Ayer 
championed (along with Moritz Schlick and Rudolf Carnap) provided a powerful 
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critique of the metaphysics of religious belief. Using a refi ned Humean standard 
of meaning, Ayer, Antony Flew, Sidney Hook and Paul Edwards argued specifi -
cally against theism as well as against religious concepts of the soul. While some 
mid- twentieth- century critics of theism retained some idealist sympathies (Brand 
Blanshard and C. J. Ducasse), late- twentieth- century critics seem more solidly 
naturalistic, as is the case with John Mackie, H. J. McCloskey and Kai Nielson. At 
the close of the century some of the outstanding philosophers who have dedicated 
important work to the critique of theism and theistic arguments include Paul 
Draper, Nicholas Everitt, Richard M. Gale, Adolf Grünbaum, Anthony Kenny, 
Michael Martin, Graham Oppy, William Rowe, J. J. C. Smart and J. H. Sobel.

While the confl ict between theistic and non- theistic projects was preoccupied 
with the meaning of religious belief in the 1950s through to the 1960s, the collapse 
of positivism has widened the agenda with a great deal of focus on the conditions 
for justifi ed religious belief (how much, if any, evidence is requisite for religious 
belief to be rational?), the coherence and character of the divine attributes, and the 
classical theistic and anti- theistic arguments, from arguments from evil to argu-
ments from religious experience and the contingency of the cosmos.

I off er several general observations about the literature on the problem of evil 
below, but before doing so I comment briefl y on twentieth- century work on the 
divine attributes and theistic arguments.

Debate over the divine attributes has been massive since the retreat of positivism. 
Important philosophical work has been deployed in examining the coherence and 
interrelationship of divine goodness or perfection, omnipotence, omniscience, 
freedom, eternity, necessity, omnipresence, incorporeality, impassability, moral 
authority and worship- worthiness. Serious, but somewhat less in quantity, work 
has focused on God’s simplicity and on Christian conceptions of the Trinity and 
Incarnation. Th is literature naturally displays the ways in which philosophy of reli-
gion has incorporated other subfi elds of philosophy. So, debate over the eternity 
of God incorporated work in metaphysics on time, the debate over omniscience 
incorporated current epistemology, and so on. Not since the late medieval era has 
there been so much attention on the articulation, critique and reformation of the 
divine attributes.

Work on the concept of God naturally helped refi ne and promote arguments 
about the existence or non- existence of God and the implications of God’s exist-
ence for human values and practices. Perhaps the greatest benefi ciary of the work 
on divine attributes has been work on the ontological argument. According to 
some formulations of the argument, if one has reason to believe it is possible God 
exists, one has reason to believe that God exists. Th e tenacity of the ontological 
argument since the end of positivism is extraordinary. Four of the more discussed 
theistic arguments are arguments from contingency (or cosmological arguments), 
teleological arguments, moral arguments and arguments from religious experi-
ence. Th e development of cogent defences and reformulations of these arguments, 
as well as the excellent forceful criticisms these arguments have provoked, has 
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falsifi ed the idea that the Enlightenment (more specifi cally, David Hume and 
Immanuel Kant) put an end to philosophical theology. (To appeal to the analogy I 
employed above about art, the so- called death of natural theology is like the death 
of painting. At multiple times since the 1960s, painting has been declared dead 
but, for better or worse, painting in the art world seems as vibrant as ever.)

Two signs of the vibrancy of the theistic debate can be seen in reference books and 
in other subfi elds of philosophy. As for reference works, there was a profound shift  
in the framework of the fi rst edition of the magisterial Encyclopedia of Philosophy 
in 1967 under the editorship of Paul Edwards to the framework of the second 
edition in 2005. Edwards designed the Encyclopedia to address religious issues in 
the spirit of Hume, Voltaire and Denis Diderot (see Vol. 3), namely, relentless criti-
cism. In the second edition there is a shift  to critical as well as constructive entries 
on virtually all areas of philosophy of religion. Quinn, the philosophy of religion 
editor, launched a far more capacious volume representing naturalism as well as 
theism and non- theistic religions in a critical but philosophically engaging setting. 
Th e same openness to philosophy of religion is evidenced in the competitive multi-
 volume Encyclopedia of Philosophy published by Routledge, with Eleonore Stump 
working as the philosophy of religion editor. To get some idea of the quantity of 
work produced, Barry Whitney’s annotated bibliography on the problem of evil 
from 1960 to 1991, published by the Philosophy Documentation Center, has over 
four thousand entries. Also, one can see signifi cant issues or concepts from the 
philosophy of religion in play in other subfi elds of philosophy, from ethics to phil-
osophy of art. Most post- Second World War textbooks introducing philosophy for 
university and college classes contain some philosophy of religion.

While not represented in this volume, it should also be underscored how a 
great many theistic themes were taken in up in the twentieth century by conti-
nental existentialists and phenomenologists such as Simone de Beauvoir, Nikolai 
Berdyaev, Albert Camus, Gabriel Marcel and Jean-Paul Sartre. Th e philosoph-
ical exploration of theism was also an abiding interest of some of the best mid-  
and late- twentieth- century contributors to the history of ideas, such as Ernst 
Cassirer, F. R. Copleston, Étienne Gilson, Anthony Kenny, Arthur Lovejoy and 
John Passmore. Th ese historians helped correct the beautifully written but philo-
sophically prejudiced treatment of religion in Bertrand Russell’s famous History 
of Western Philosophy (fi rst published in 1945). Th e philosophical reconstruc-
tion of the history of philosophy of religion has also profoundly infl uenced late-
 twentieth- century developments. Work by Fred Fredosso and Th omas Flint on 
Luis de Molina has informed the literature on the divine attributes, as has the 
work of Brian Davies, Anthony Kenny, Norman Kretzmann, Ralph McInerny 
and Eleonore Stump on Aquinas. Th e major philosophers of the past who have 
received considerable attention in twentieth- century philosophy of religion 
include Boethius, John Duns Scotus, William Ockham, René Descartes, Blaise 
Pascal, John Locke, Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz, Hume, Kant, G. W. F. Hegel and 
Søren Kierkegaard (see Vols 2–4).
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A major concern in the naturalism versus theism debate has been the rela-
tionship between science and religion. Th e nineteenth century hosted two 
dominant positions: on the one hand there were prominent historians such as 
William Whewell who saw religion and science in conciliatory, complemen-
tary terms, while on the other hand John William Draper and Andrew Dickson 
White construed science and religion in deadly combat. Th e title of one of White’s 
books says it all: A History of the Warfare of Science with Th eology in Christendom 
(1896). Both schools of thought have ample representatives throughout the twen-
tieth century. E. A. Burtt, Whitehead, Ernan McMullin and Ian Barber, among 
many others, continued the Whewell legacy. Charles Gillispie, John Greene and 
Alexander Koyré also challenged the sweeping portrait of the Draper–White 
account of science and religion, which is oft en referred to now as ‘the confl ict 
thesis’. At the close of the twentieth century, proponents of the confl ict thesis are 
well represented by Richard Dawkins, E. O. Wilson and Daniel Dennett.

Apart from the general debate as to whether the practice of science is somehow 
inimical to the practice of religion, there is little doubt that diff erent scientifi -
cally informed philosophies, oft en described as forms of naturalism, were deeply 
committed to the critique of theism. In the last quarter of the twentieth century 
this debate oft en centred on the prospects of a materialist account of conscious-
ness. Flew, for example, compared the intelligibility of theism to the intelligibility 
of a dualist, non- reductive account of the mind. He argued that that just as it has 
become apparent that the human mind is not a non- physical reality, separable 
from the body, it should be equally apparent that there is no incorporeal, non-
 physical God. In a way, these naturalists used Gilbert Ryle’s critique of dualism, 
according to which the mind or soul is a ghost in the machine of the body, to 
argue that God is a mere ghost (and thus merely an object of superstition) in the 
cosmos. Th ose arguing against this position oft en linked their defence of theism 
with a sustained critique of materialist reductionism. Th is link between theism 
and the philosophy of mind is evident in one of the most important works in 
post- Second World War analytic philosophy of religion: Plantinga’s God and Other 
Minds (1967).

Th e theism and naturalism debate not only ranged over diff erent accounts of 
the natural sciences and their success or failure in providing a secular view of 
nature, but also included psychology and sociology. While not philosophers them-
selves, Max Weber and Sigmund Freud (see Vol. 4, Ch. 20) produced philosophi-
cally signifi cant accounts of the origin and appeal of religion. Th is was met with 
competing, non- reductive accounts such as that of Rudolf Otto and his infl uential 
phenomenological study of holiness. Much of the work by Weber, Freud, Otto 
and others became important reference points on philosophical work on religious 
experience from the 1970s to the present.

Having described much of philosophy of religion as focusing on theism (either 
for or against), it needs to be appreciated how many philosophers throughout 
the century defended idealist positions (e.g. R. G. Collingwood, Benedetto Croce, 
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John Foster), and that some philosophers advanced models of God that moved 
away from classic theism. Idealists cited at the outset of this introduction, such as 
Bradley, did not embrace Christian orthodoxy. Boston Personalism, for example, 
launched by Borden Parker Bowne, and championed by E. S. Brightman and Peter 
Bertocci, posited a creator- God but denied God’s limitless power or omnipotence. 
Alternative conceptions of the divine have been central to process philosophers 
such as Whitehead and Hartshorne, as well as in the uniquely Platonic work of 
John Leslie.

By way of a fi nal introduction to the theism versus naturalism debate in phil-
osophy of religion over the past hundred years, the focus of attention was oft en 
on what counts as a good explanation of phenomena. Th eists, generally, have 
given pride of place to intentional teleological explanations. Naturalists have 
instead occupied two positions: either recognizing teleological explanations and 
treating these as emergent, new phenomena or explaining teleology in terms of 
non- purposive forces. Th e former faces the challenge of explaining how a natu-
ralist universe can generate radically new types of life and value, while the second 
threatens to undermine what seems like a common- sense approach to human 
agency. Aft er all, it appears that I am writing the Introduction and you are reading 
it in order to meet certain goals and fulfi l certain intentions. If the complete expla-
nation of what we are doing makes no reference to goals, purposes and intentions, 
our ordinary understanding of ourselves appears to be in jeopardy.

If naturalism faces diffi  culties with accounting for ostensible teleology, the 
biggest challenge to twentieth- century theism has been the problem of evil. How 
can one recognize some overriding telos or purpose in the suff ering and evil in 
the cosmos?

Several of the chapters will chart the diff erent arguments that have come into 
play over a theistic account of evil. Some of the twentieth- century literature has 
consisted in refi ning the work of earlier centuries. For example, recent work on 
whether a God who is maximally excellent (or, more modestly, completely good) 
can or should create a best possible world goes back to Leibniz, and the theistic 
recourse to appealing to freedom and greater goods has roots in pre- Christian 
Stoic philosophy. But what is partly distinctive about twentieth- century treat-
ments of evil involves three elements. First, there has been enormous attention 
given to the twentieth century’s most infamous, profound evil: the Holocaust. 
Refl ection on the Holocaust has led to radical movements within Jewish phil-
osophy of religion, some of which retain theism with the explicit incorporation 
of belief in an aft erlife, while others reinterpret the nature of the divine covenant. 
Secondly, there has been an increasing stress on a passabilist understanding of 
God, according to which God also suff ers with those who suff er. Traditionally, 
Christians have believed that God incarnate suff ers as the Christ, but denied that 
God the Father suff ers (impassabilism). Some Christian philosophical theologians 
contend that attention to the aff ective nature of God’s presence enables us to make 
greater sense of how a good God may bring good or redemption out of what 
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appears to us to be a sheer, unmitigated tragedy. Th irdly, Darwinian evolution in 
the nineteenth century created a challenge for theists in accounting for the cruelty 
of nature, vividly described by John Stuart Mill for whom nature was no better 
than a vicious, serial killer. Late twentieth- century theists made use instead of 
contemporary Western ecology, which stressed the integrated valuable character 
of ecosystems. Nature still had red teeth and claws, but predation was seen in more 
amicable terms by later ecologists than their horrifi ed, Victorian forbearers.

beyond gods and giants

A range of philosophers covered in this volume took philosophy of religion in 
diff erent directions. Some of these movements were theistic, but the emphasis 
was not over the metaphysics or epistemology of theism. Martin Heidegger, for 
example, shift ed attention to a phenomenology of our experience of ourselves 
in the world. In Heidegger’s later work we have what may be described as an 
extended meditation on being. His work defi es any easy description; its richness 
is evidenced, in part, by the way in which it impacted such diverse theologians 
as Rudolf Bultmann, John Maquarie, Karl Rahner and Paul Tillich. Heidegger’s 
early work inspired philosophers to explore concepts such as authenticity in reli-
gious contexts. His later work on being and poetry attracted the attention of many 
Asian philosophers of religion, especially those in Buddhist studies. Derrida’s 
deconstruction of traditional philosophy inspired a new wave of continental phil-
osophy of religion (leading fi gures at the end of the twentieth century include 
John Caputo, Jean- Luc Marion, Paul Ricoeur and Mark C. Taylor). Th is move-
ment is quite diverse, but it may be seen as united in its promotion of apophatic 
theology or at least in its critique of cataphatic theology. Apophatic theology (also 
called the via negativa) gives primacy to what cannot be said of God, and resists 
cataphatic or via positiva theologies that reference God univocally or by way of 
analogy or metaphor. Emmanuel Levinas, a Jewish continental philosopher who 
rejected cataphatic theology, gave a central role to ethics over and against meta-
physics. For Levinas, the heart of Judaism is to be found in ethics and a profound 
appreciation of the vulnerability of individual persons.

A survey of these other contributors to philosophy of religion makes clear that 
the fi eld included far more than analytic conceptual analysis or debates in clas-
sical metaphysics. If one sees the fi eld as limited to philosophers such as Richard 
Swinburne and John Mackie, for example, one may well conclude that while the 
fi eld has shown exciting and substantial progress (the clarity, force, and scope of 
the arguments have increased over time), it has worked with a similar set of ques-
tions going back to Hume and Joseph Butler, or going back even further to the fi rst 
English- speaking philosophy of the modern era: the Cambridge Platonists Ralph 
Cudworth and Henry More versus Th omas Hobbes in the seventeenth century 
(see Vol. 3). But when you turn to Simone Weil or Derrida or Levinas or Daly you 
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encounter diff erent methodologies that mix theory and observation, history and 
ethics, politics and emotion. Th is is especially true in feminist philosophers of reli-
gion such as Pamela Sue Anderson and Sarah Coakley.

I shall risk four further observations here that speak to the fascinating, sprawl-
ing fi eld of philosophy of religion.

First, in addition to a general division between what is loosely called conti-
nental philosophy (mostly German and French philosophers employing phenom-
enology in the middle of the  century and then existentialism, structuralism and 
post- structuralism) and analytic philosophy of religion (giving pride of place to 
conceptual analysis), there has been a division between those philosophers who 
treat religious beliefs as metaphysically true or false, and those who eschew meta-
physics and instead concentrate on religious contexts. Th e former are customarily 
considered ‘realists’ in that they are convinced that religious beliefs are true or 
false depending on whether the content of these beliefs match reality: for example, 
the belief that there is a God is true if and only if there is a God. Th ere is no settled 
term for the opposing party, although some of its members could be said to be 
‘non- realists’ in the sense that they treat religious beliefs as lacking any cognitive 
content whatsoever. So, in Britain, R. M. Hare and Richard Braithwaite construed 
religious belief in terms of attitudes (which are neither true nor false) or ethical 
practices that did not come with claims about what exists that would vex a secular 
naturalist. More diffi  cult to pin down is the famous Wittgensteinian philosopher 
of religion, D. Z. Phillips.

From the mid 1960s to his death in 2006, Phillips argued that realist meta-
physics as practised by contemporary philosophers of religion was the result of 
a misunderstanding of the very meaning of religion. For Phillips, and for Rush 
Rhees, Peter Winch and others, to engage in philosophical debates over whether 
theism or naturalism or idealism is true is to miss the whole point of religion, 
which is only to be found in the practices of prayer and other rites, moral action, 
pilgrimages and the project of living without vanity and in loving regard for one’s 
neighbour. In a way, Phillips rekindled the old controversy over whether there is 
a division between the God of the philosophers and the God of Abraham, Isaac 
and Jacob.

It is not obvious, in my view, whether Phillips succeeded in off ering a compel-
ling critique of realist metaphysics. But, in general, it can be observed that while 
the vast bulk of late- twentieth- century philosophy in the Anglophone world, as 
well as early- twentieth- century continental philosophy, has been metaphysically 
realist in orientation, challenges to this framework have compelled philosophers 
(of all stripes) to take more seriously the social, historical and cultural contexts in 
which religious beliefs and practices have meaning.

Secondly, philosophy of religion in the last quarter of the twentieth century 
has developed a far greater consciousness of history than in the past. Informed 
by the work of Alasdair MacIntyre, Hans- Georg Gadamer, Charles Taylor and 
others, philosophers seem more aware at the end of the twentieth century than 
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at the outset of the historically embedded context of philosophical theories and 
arguments. Th is is especially true in philosophy of religion, owing to the historical 
nature of religion itself. Th is is not to say that most late- twentieth- century phil-
osophers of religion are historicists. Far from it; yet there is a greater sensitivity to 
the way ideas can be shaped by economics, politics, gender and so on.

Th irdly, philosphers of religion since the 1970s seem to have developed a great 
appreciation for how the assessment of a religious worldview is rarely a matter of 
assessing a single argument, but a wide network of reasons that off er evidential 
support. Th is more comprehensive perspective on religion coincides with a move 
in the philosophy of science in the last half of the twentieth century. Many phil-
osophers came to the conclusion that the assessment of the cognitive meaning 
of such as Ayer. Ayer regarded religious beliefs (as well as moral beliefs) as non-
 cognitive because they did not entail empirical verifi cation. In the 1950s Carl 
Hempel argued forcefully that the meaning of statements had to be determined 
in light of a comprehensive understanding of the framework in which such state-
ments are made. I cite him at length, for the late- twentieth- century concern for a 
broader philosophical assessment of religion matches Hempel’s successful aim of 
putting philosophy of science on a better footing:

But no matter how one might reasonably delimit the class of sentences 
qualifi ed to introduce empirically signifi cant terms, this new approach 
[by the positivists] seems to me to lead to the realization that cogni-
tive signifi cance cannot well be construed as a characteristic of indi-
vidual sentences, but only of more or less comprehensive systems of 
sentences (corresponding roughly to scientifi c theories). A closer study 
of this point suggests strongly that … the idea of cognitive signifi -
cance, with its suggestion of a sharp distinction between signifi cant 
and non- signifi cant sentences or systems of such, has lost its promise 
and fertility … and that it had better be replaced by certain concepts 
which admit of diff erences in degree, such as the formal simplicity of 
a system; its explanatory and predictive power; and theoretical recon-
struction of these concepts seems to off er the most promising way of 
advancing further the clarifi cation of the issues implicit in the idea of 
cognitive signifi cance. (Hempel 1959: 129)

A parallel appreciation for the systemic way in which religious beliefs form part 
of comprehensive frameworks has generated a richer philosophy of religion litera-
ture at the end of the century than was the case at the beginning. Hand in glove 
with appreciating the comprehensiveness of worldviews is the appreciation of the 
role for cumulative arguments in support of religious beliefs.

Th is more comprehensive approach to philosophy of religion has meant that 
comparative studies – for example, a contrast between Buddhist and Christian 
approaches to enlightenment – are less piecemeal and abstract. Broader methods 
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have also brought to light various traditions within religious traditions, thus making 
it more diffi  cult to reference the Buddhist or Christian position on enlightenment.

Fourthly, philosophy of religion since the 1970s has seen a growing concern for 
religious diversity. A signifi cant body of philosophy of religion has taken up Hindu 
concepts of Brahman and revelation, reincarnation, karma, Buddhist views of the 
self, Buddhist epistemology, Daoism, African philosophy of religion and so on. 
John Hick has championed this expansion. Probably the philosopher who worked 
the hardest to promote the global study of religion was Ninian Smart, who has left  
us some superior work on the signifi cance of religious pluralism. Th e contribution 
of Sarepalli Radhakrishnan also needs to be acknowledged. As well as being the 
president of India (1962–7), he was a compelling idealist philosopher who force-
fully articulated Hindu philosophy in the English- speaking world. It is partly due 
to Radhakrishnan’s success that his own school of Hinduism, Shankara’s Advaita 
Vedanta, was the most widely discussed in the West during the twentieth century.

Taking seriously the plurality of religious traditions has generated expansive 
work in the epistemology of religious belief and in political philosophy.

Plural religious traditions created the following puzzles, which exercised late-
 twentieth- century philosophy of religion: what is the implication of there being 
two incompatible religious worldviews that appear to be equally well justifi ed to 
their adherents? If, say, you believe that your religious stance is no more or less 
justifi ed than an incompatible religious stance, should your confi dence in your own 
beliefs diminish? Or, from the standpoint of a secular enquirer, if one concludes 
that a pair of incompatible religious worldviews are on a par in terms of evidence 
and that neither is more justifi ed than remaining secular, is it permissible for the 
enquirer to accept either religion? Th ese questions fuelled an enormous amount of 
work on the ethics of belief (should a person always proportion her beliefs to the 
evidence?), the voluntariness of belief (can I choose what to believe?) and compar-
ative accounts of evidence (can what counts as evidence diff er between religions?). 
A major enterprise led by Plantinga and Nicholas Wolterstorff  called ‘reformed 
epistemology’ has opposed the proposal that religious beliefs require overt eviden-
tial justifi cation. Religious beliefs may be warranted as basic beliefs that are gener-
ated by God or through God’s creation. Debate over reformed epistemology was 
oft en framed by questions about religious pluralism: given that we do not know 
with certainty that Christian theism is true, can we have good reasons for holding 
that Christian beliefs are warranted as opposed to Buddhist or Hindu beliefs?

In political philosophy, the plurality of religions raised questions about toler-
ance and law. In a liberal, pluralistic democracy, is it morally and politically legiti-
mate to advance legislation on the basis of religious values that are incompatible 
with other religious and secular values? Why should legislation not be justifi ed 
by recourse to religious ethics for the same reason that legislation is sometimes 
backed by competing, incompatible secular theories of morality and value? To 
what extent can a secular democratic state legitimately prohibit or curtail the reli-
gious practices of its citizens? Th e debate over such questions at the end of the 
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twentieth century has been especially heated in the literature on political liber-
alism. Rawls, Th omas Nagel and Robert Audi argued for the primacy of secular 
values, whereas Wolterstorff , Quinn and Robert Adams argued for a more plural-
istic political philosophy that would allow for specifi c, not universal, religious 
values to defi ne legislation.

a lesson of sorts

Th ere have been brief periods when philosophy of religion in the twentieth 
century has been dominated by one school of thought. For a short time, Ludwig 
Wittgenstein seemed to dominate Cambridge and Oxford, and even as of this 
writing in Oxford there are still circles of philosophers who regard Wittgenstein’s 
private language argument as irrefutable. At other times, the logical positivists 
seemed the dominant, unsurpassable paradigm in philosophy of religion. Th is 
is not unique to the fi eld. In the late 1970s, nominalism seemed to be the only 
viable ontology at Harvard while, less than a hundred miles to the south, at 
Brown University Platonism was the supreme philosophy of the day. Th e diff erent 
movements, the ebbing and fl owing of competing arguments, give some philoso-
phers reason to be sceptical about the whole enterprise. A diff erent conclusion to 
consider is that philosophy of religion is not easy. Th e reasons behind the diff erent 
methodologies, conclusions and topics of enquiry are complex and cumulative. 
Rarely is any project in philosophy of religion reliant on a single argument or 
experience. Rather than scepticism (and scepticism about God, reason, faith, etc. 
is a part of philosophy of religion, not something set apart from the fi eld), I suggest 
that twentieth- century philosophy of religion provides some reason for respecting 
a plurality of methods and conclusions. Undoubtedly, philosophy departments in 
the future will form a consensus on the only proper domain of philosophy of reli-
gion. Perhaps the perceived terminus ad quem of the fi eld will be naturalism or 
theism, feminism or Hegelism, idealism, Pyrrhonian Scepticism or rationalism, 
or any number of other schools of thought. A thorough engagement with the 
chapters in this volume should caution us, however, in assuming that one’s own 
or one’s institution’s philosophy of religion is unrivalled as we see how deeply 
and forcefully competing positions have been advanced, involving many of the 
best philosophical minds of the twentieth century. Th is should, I think, cultivate 
a spirit of respectful openness (a golden rule of sorts may be commendable: treat 
others’ philosophy of religion as you would like your own to be treated) and some 
humility, lest shortly aft er you proclaim philosophy of religion has fi nally come 
to a rest with your own philosophy, you are called on to admit that the fi eld has 
moved on to even better positions and arguments. Perhaps the dynamic of this 
area of philosophy can be summed up in the words attributed to Galileo when 
he offi  cially retracted his view of the earth’s movement: eppur si muove (and yet it 
does move).
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2
william james

Richard M. Gale

William James (1842–1910) had a peripatetic childhood in which his father, the 
theologian Henry James, Sr, hustled him and his four younger siblings, among 
whom was the novelist Henry James, Jr, from one European nation to another in 
search of an adequate education. Aft er a brief stint as a painting student of William 
Morris Hunt he entered the Lawrence Scientifi c School at Harvard in 1861. On 
graduation in 1864 he enrolled in the Harvard Medical School, completing the 
MD degree in 1869, with a year off  to participate in Louis Agassiz’s research expe-
dition to Brazil. Aft er suff ering serious ill health and depression from 1869 to 
1872, he became an instructor in physiology at Harvard, where he spent his entire 
career until his retirement in 1907. He rapidly moved up the academic ladder, 
becoming an instructor in anatomy and physiology in 1873, assistant professor of 
physiology in 1876, assistant professor of philosophy in 1880 and full professor in 
1885, and a professor of psychology in 1889.

Th e philosophy of William James was an attempt to heal a deep breach within 
himself. On one level it consisted in an apparent clash between his need to do 
science and his equally strong need to be religious and lead the morally strenuous 
life: to be, as he put it, both tough- minded and tender- minded. His pragmatism is 
advertised as giving us a way to do it all with a clear conscience, thereby serving 
as a reconciler or mediator, but not a unifi er, of these diff erent stances toward the 
world. It does this by providing a theory of meaning and truth that is common 
to all these activities, and thus if one of them is legitimate, so are the others; and, 
since no one wants to deny the legitimacy of science, religion and morality ride its 
coat- tails to intellectual respectability, being subject to all the consequent privi-
leges and rights. Th e pragmatic theory of meaning holds that the whole meaning 
of a belief or proposition is a set of conditionalized predictions specifying what 
experiences one will have in the future if certain actions are performed, for 
example, ‘If you place this substance in aqua regia, then you will have experi-
ences of its dissolving’. A proposition acquires truth when these predictions are 
actually verifi ed. Pragmatism is based on a Promethean view of human beings as 
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creators of value and meaning through the active control of their environment. By 
conceiving of things in terms of what we can do with them and what they in turn 
can do to us, these Promethean endeavours are furthered.

Th ere is, however, a breach within James that occurs on a deeper level, which 
involves an apparent clash between his Promethean and mystical selves. Whereas 
the former wants to gain mastery over the surrounding world, ride herd on it, 
the former wants to penetrate to the inner conscious core of everything, both 
natural and supernatural, through acts of sympathetic intuition, so as to achieve 
at least a partial unifi cation with them. To achieve this, the self must abandon 
its Promethean stance, which requires that it jettison all concepts and become 
passive. Th ere is an apparently diff erent God for James’ mystical self than there is 
for his Promethean self, and the challenge to the interpreter is to fi nd some way 
to unify them, which is something that James never succeeded in doing. Each of 
these Gods will be considered in turn, and then it will be asked whether they can 
be combined or integrated.

the god of prometheanism

Th is is the God that fi ts the pragmatic theory of meaning and truth, and it was for 
this reason that James featured it in the fi nal lecture of his 1907 Pragmatism, where 
it was his purpose to show that his brand of pragmatism was religion friendly. 
In his earlier essay of 1896, “Th e Will to Believe”, he gave a similar Promethean 
rendering of the religious hypothesis that begins with the claim that it comprises 
the following two tenets:

First, she says that the best things are the more eternal things, the over-
lapping things, the things in the universe that throw the last stone, so 
to speak, and say the fi nal word …
 Th e second affi  rmation of religion is that we are better off  even now 
if we believe her fi rst affi  rmation to be true. (WB 29–30)1

As a favour to James, the second affi  rmation will be dropped, since it is not a 
creedal tenet of any of the major extant religions but instead something that might 
be claimed by a psychologist of religion about the benefi cial eff ects of religious 
belief.

James gives a pragmatic analysis of the fi rst affi  rmation in terms of this condi-
tionalized prediction:

 1. All references to James are to Th e Works of William James (James 1975–  ) and will be 
included in the body of the chapter using these abbreviations: WB, “Th e Will to Believe”; 
P, Pragmatism; ML, Manuscript Lectures; VRE, Th e Varieties of Religious Experience; PU, A 
Pluralistic Universe; ERM, Essays in Religion and Morality.
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R If we collectively exert our best moral eff ort, then good will win out over evil 
in the long run.

Th is is the pragmatic ‘cash value’ of the proposition that God exists. It forms the 
core of his beloved religion of meliorism, which claims that it is a real, existen-
tially grounded possibility that if we make the antecedent of R true by acting in a 
good- making fashion, the friendly forces within nature will aid us in making R’s 
consequent true. He imagines God off ering us this proposal.

“I am going to make a world not certain to be saved, a world the 
perfection of which shall be conditional merely, the condition being 
that each several agent does its own ‘level best’. Its safety, you see, is 
unwarranted. It is a real adventure, with real danger, yet it may win 
through. It is a social scheme of co- operative work genuinely to be 
done. Will you join the procession? Will you trust yourself and trust 
the other agents enough to face the risk?” (P 139)

Th is conditionalized formulation of the religious hypothesis gets repeated at two 
places in his lecture notes: “Meanwhile I ask whether a world of hypothetical 
perfection conditional on each part doing its duty be not as much as can fairly be 
demanded” (ML 319), and pluralism holds that “the world … may be saved, on 
condition that its parts shall do their best” (ML 412).

James claims that a “normally constituted” person would gladly accept this 
off er (P 139). Th is is the “healthy- minded person”, who is contrasted in his 1902 
Th e Varieties of Religious Experience with the “sick soul” on the basis of their 
respective attitudes toward evil. Healthy- minded persons can look evil squarely 
in the eye because they feel empowered to cope with or even defeat it. In contrast, 
sick- souled persons are overwhelmed by evil, feeling incapable of coping with it 
on their own. Th ey favour religions that stress the fallen condition of humanity 
owing to original sin. Only by undergoing a conversion, which can happen 
suddenly or gradually, can they acquire the healthy- minded Promethean stance 
towards evil.

James continually fl uctuated back and forth between the healthy- minded and 
sick- soul stances toward evil. When he was in his healthy- minded moods, he 
was itching to engage in a Texas death match with evil without any assurance of 
succeeding. James, however, was also subject to the morbid states of the sick soul, 
as is amply attested to by his report of one of his own experiences as a medical 
student of existential angst on seeing a hideous catatonic youth:

Th at shape am I, I felt, potentially. Nothing that I possess can defend 
me against that fate, if the hour for it should strike for me as it struck 
for him. Th ere was such a horror of him, and such a perception of 
my own merely momentary discrepancy from him, that it was as if 
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something hitherto solid within my breast gave way entirely, and I 
became a mass of quivering fl esh. (VRE 134)

Th e thought that the worst sort of evils can strike any of us at any moment, and 
that we are helpless to do anything about it, periodically haunted James throughout 
his adult life.

James, rightfully, claimed that the truth of R could not now be decided on 
evidential or intellectual grounds; for, it not only makes a conditional predic-
tion concerning the indefi nite future, there being no cut- off  date for the eventual 
triumph of good over evil, but depends for its truth on how we shall decide to act. 
It is impossible that, in advance of her decision, a person can know either what she 
will decide to do or that an event will occur that depends on what she will decide 
to do. And the truth of R does depend on how we shall choose to act. What should 
we now believe with regard to the truth of R, given that its truth or falsity cannot 
be determined on evidential grounds? Th ere were contemporaries of James, such 
as W. K. Cliff ord and T. H. Huxley, who argued that it is morally impermissible to 
ever believe a proposition on insuffi  cient evidence. Th is universal moral prohibi-
tion requires that we suspend belief, adopt an agnostic stance, with respect to R. 
In opposition, James developed a doctrine called ‘the will to believe’ that spelled 
out the conditions under which one is morally permitted to believe on insuffi  cient 
evidence and gave the religious hypothesis, R, as a suitable target for a will- to-
 believe option. Th is is his most distinctive and infl uential doctrine and has been 
the subject of heated debate since it was fi rst presented in 1896, with there being 
no end in sight.

Basically, the will- to- believe doctrine gives an agent moral permission to believe 
a proposition on insuffi  cient evidence when doing so will help them to bring about 
something morally desirable. A standard objection to the will- to- believe doctrine 
is that one cannot believe at will, voluntarily, intentionally, on purpose. James gets 
around this objection by pointing out that although in most cases we cannot believe 
at will, we nevertheless can at will do things that will help to self- induce a belief, such 
as acting as if we believe. In order to defl ect objections that his doctrine licensed 
wishful thinking and gullibility, he required that the agent lack suffi  cient evidence 
for or against the truth of the proposition aft er having done their best to discover 
such evidence. Th is would rule out the self- serving ignorance of Cliff ord’s shipowner 
who believes his ship is seaworthy and sends it on a voyage without properly inves-
tigating the matter. Yet another requirement for having a will- to- believe option is 
that there is a proposition, p, that it is morally desirable that one makes true, and 
one’s chances of making p come true are increased by one’s fi rst believing another 
proposition, q. Th ere are numerous cases in which an agent is aided in helping to 
make a morally desirable proposition become true by the confi dence-  and courage-
 building belief that she has the capacity to do so. A good example is the stranded 
Alpine climber who must jump across a ravine to get to safety in a storm: she 
increases the chances of making it become true that this happens by fi rst believing 



william james

17

the conditional proposition that if she attempts the jump, she shall succeed. A will-
 to- believe option is relative to the psychological state of an individual, since people 
diff er with respect to whether they need a prior confi dence- building belief that they 
can succeed in some endeavour before they attempt to do so.

James fi rmly believed that many persons are so psychologically constituted that 
their chances of acting in a way that will help make it true that good wins out over 
evil in the long run, which is the consequent of R, is increased if they fi rst believe 
R. Th ere admittedly are sick souls for whom a will- to- believe option to believe 
R is not a real possibility, not a live option. Th e will- to- believe doctrine can be 
pressed into service on behalf of believing in the truth of good old- time religion 
and not James’ moralistic substitute for it. For many people, believing that the 
God of traditional Western theism exists will give them the kind of inspiration 
and courage to act in a way that will help them to make it true that they become 
morally better, lead more meaningful lives, and the like.

the god of mysticism

James begins with a special inward manner in which one person experiences 
another as a ‘Th ou’ rather than an ‘It’, and then extends this to the experience of 
the world at large, even to God and nature. His analysis of the I–Th ou experience 
bears a striking resemblance to that off ered by Martin Buber some thirty years later. 
It is not only persons, both natural and supernatural, that can be I–Th oued, but 
also nature at large, as nature mystics have traditionally claimed. Clearly, James is 
personalizing the universe when he writes, “Th e Universe is no longer a mere It to 
us, but a Th ou, if we are religious; and any relation that may be possible from person 
to person might be possible here” (WB 31). Taking a religious stance to the world 
“changes the dead blank it of the world into a living thou, with whom the whole man 
may have dealings” (WB 101). “Infra- theistic ways of looking on the world leave it 
in the third person, a mere it … [but] theism turns the it into a thou” (WB 106).

Another part of James’ account of the I–Th ou relation that needs further elabo-
ration is just how unifi ed a person becomes with its Th ou, be it another person, 
God or nature. Th ere are monistic mystics who take the unifi cation to be one 
of complete numerical identity, but James, being squarely ensconced within the 
Western theistic mystical tradition, takes it to be something less than that, a case 
of what he liked to call, using Benjamin Paul Blood’s marvellous phrase, “ever 
not quite” (1874). Th roughout his career James was a self- proclaimed ‘pluralistic 
mystic’. In the 1909 A Pluralistic Universe, James introduced a strange type of iden-
tity, which holds between the I and the Th ou. It is strange because it is an iden-
tity that is not transitive, thus allowing for X to be ‘identical’ with Y and Y to be 
‘identical’ with Z even though X is not ‘identical’ with Z. You might say that X is 
‘identical’ with Y, only not that identical, to paraphrase the punchline of an old 
shaggy- dog story.
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Th e major thesis of Th e Varieties of Religious Experience, and one that I think 
is successfully maintained to James’ everlasting credit, is that the basis of reli-
gion, including its institutional structure, theology and personal religious feel-
ings and beliefs, is rooted in religious experiences of a mystical sort in which the 
individual has an apparent direct, non- sensory perception of a ‘More’, an ‘Unseen’ 
supernatural or purely spiritual reality into which she is to some extent absorbed 
and from which spiritual energy fl ows into her. Th ese ‘perceptions’ of the ‘More’ 
can be viewed as a very heightened and intense form of the I–Th ou experience. 
Th rough these I–Th ou experiences of the More, the subject gets “an assurance of 
safety and a temper of peace, and, in relation to others, a preponderance of loving 
aff ection” (VRE 383).

Th roughout Th e Varieties of Religious Experience James works with a percep-
tual model of mystical experiences, likening them to ordinary sense- perceptions 
in that both involve a direct acquaintance with an object, although only the latter 
has a sensory content. “Mystical experiences are … direct perceptions … abso-
lutely sensational … face to face presentation of what seems to exist” (VRE 336). 
A perception is ‘direct’, I assume, if the existential claims made by the subject on 
the basis of her experience are non- inferential. Another important, and highly 
controversial, assumption James makes in his likening mystical experiences to 
sense perceptions is that mystical experiences, like sensory ones, are intentional 
in the sense that they have an apparent accusative that exists independently of the 
subject when the experience is veridical. In this respect, they are unlike a feeling 
of pain, which takes only a cognate or internal accusative, since feeling a pain is 
nothing but paining or feeling painfully.

James tries to take a neutral stance on whether mystical experiences support 
a monistic or pluralistic view of the more or unseen reality, in spite of his own 
strong emotional commitment to the pluralistic version. At one place he seems to 
come down on the side of the modern- day mystical ecumenists, such as Daisetsu 
Suzuki, Walter Stace and Th omas Merton, who contend that there is a common 
phenomenological monistic core to all unitive mystical experiences that then 
gets interpreted by the mystic so as to accord with the underlying culture of her 
society. “In mystic states we both become one with the Absolute and we become 
aware of our oneness. Th is is the everlasting and triumphant mystical tradition, 
hardly altered by diff erences of clime or creed” (VRE 332). Some of James’ major 
contentions in Th e Varieties of Religious Experience, however, require a dualistic 
experience. For example, James says that prayer is “the very soul and essence of 
religion”, and then describes prayer as involving two- way interaction between two 
subjects. James’ strong Protestant leanings cause him, for the most part, to give a 
dualistic interpretation of mystical experiences.

One of the features of mystical experiences, as well as conversion experiences 
in general, that James stresses is that the subject is passive in respect to them. 
While persons can take steps, such as following the mystical way, to help induce 
the experience, its coming is viewed by religious mystics as the free bestowal of 
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a gift  on them by the grace of God. Th rough the experience the subject feels that 
her conscious will is held in abeyance as she fi nds absorption in a higher unity. 
“Th e mystic feels as if his own will were grasped and held by a superior power” 
(VRE 303). In both cases there must be a cancelling out of the fi nite so as to open 
ourselves to the infi nite.

James, no doubt with his sick soul’s experiences of existential angst in mind, 
stresses how such mystically based resignation cannot “fail to steady the nerves, to 
cool the fever, and appease the fret, if one be conscious that, no matter what one’s 
diffi  culties for the moment may appear to be, one’s life as a whole is in the keeping 
of a power whom one can absolutely trust” (VRE 230). Th e mystical experiences 
that such submission of the conscious will helps to foster are “reconciling and 
unifying states” (VRE 330) that “tell of the supremacy of the ideal, of vastness, 
of union, of safety, and of rest” (VRE 339). In such mystical union there is a “life 
not correlated with death, a health not liable to illness, a kind of good that will 
not perish, a good in fact that fl ies beyond the Goods of nature” (VRE 119). Th is 
is just what his Promethean self ’s beloved religion of meliorism cannot deliver; it 
cannot help him make it through the dark nights of his soul or face the hideous 
catatonic epileptic youth. A theme that runs throughout Th e Varieties of Religious 
Experience is the insuffi  ciency of meliorism. It is condemned as being “the very 
consecration of forgetfulness and superfi ciality” (VRE 118–19).

James gives a non- pragmatic rendering of the meaning of the mystic’s reality-
 claim in terms of the phenomenological content of her God- type experience, 
the truth of which depends on whether her experience is objective or cognitive. 
Meaning now is no longer based solely on future consequences that will be experi-
enced if certain actions are performed. To be sure, the spiritual and moral bene-
fi ts that the experience occasions become relevant, but only as a means of indirect 
verifi cation, there now being, as there was not for meliorism, a distinction between 
direct and indirect verifi cation, with an assertion’s meaning being identifi ed prima-
rily with its direct verifi cation. For mystical experiences this is the apparent object, 
the intentional accusative, of the experience. James seems to recognize this when 
he says that “the word ‘truth’ is here taken to mean something additional to bare 
value for life” (VRE 401). Accordingly, James makes the issue of the cognitivity 
or objectivity of mystical experience a central issue in Th e Varieties of Religious 
Experience. Concerning experiences of a mystical kind, he asks about their “meta-
physical signifi cance” (308), “cognitivity” (VRE 324), “authoritativeness” (VRE 335), 
“objective truth” (VRE 304), “value for knowledge” (VRE 327), “truth” (VRE 329), 
and whether they “furnish any warrant for the truth of the … supernaturality and 
pantheism which they favor” (VRE 335), or are “to be taken as evidence … for the 
actual existence of a higher world with which our world is in relation” (VRE 384). 
James is quite explicit that the answer to the ‘objectivity’ question is independent of 
the biological and psychological benefi ts that accrue from mystical experiences.

James concludes that there is a generic content that is shared by the many 
diff erent types of mystical experiences that “is literally and objectively true” (VRE 
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405). He gives an argument for this based on an analogy between mystical and 
sense- experience, which has been ably defended in recent years by many philoso-
phers, most notably William Alston and William Wainwright. First, an overview 
will be given of a generic version of their arguments, and then an attempt will be 
made to locate it, or at least the germ of it, in James.

It is an argument from analogy that goes as follows. Mystical and sense-
 experiences are analogous in cognitively relevant respects; and, since the latter 
are granted to be cognitive, so should the former. A cognitive type of experience is 
one that counts, in virtue of some a priori presumptive inference rule, as evidence 
or warrant for believing that the apparent object of the experience, its intentional 
accusative, objectively exists and is as it appears to be in the experience. For sense-
 experience, the presumptive inference rule is that if it perceptually appears to be the 
case that X exists, then probably it is the case that X exists, unless there are defeating 
conditions. Th ese defeating conditions consist in tests and checks for the veridi-
cality of the experience that fail on this occasion. Prominent among these tests are 
agreement among relevant observers, law- like coherence between the experience’s 
content and the content of earlier and later experiences, and being caused in the 
right way. Th e presumptive inference rule is said to be a priori, because it cannot be 
justifi ed by appeal to sense- experience without vicious circularity.

If mystical experiences are to be subject to an analogous a priori presumptive 
inference rule, they must be analogous to sense- experiences in having defeating 
conditions: checks and tests that can fail. All of the contemporary defenders of the 
cognitivity of mystical experiences argue that the great religious mystical tradi-
tions employ a fairly elaborate network of tests for the veridicality of mystical 
experiences, usually including that the subject, as well as her community, display 
favourable moral and/or spiritual development as a result of the experience, and 
that what her experience reveals accords with her religion’s holy scriptures and the 
mystical experiences of past saints and notables, to name some of the more impor-
tant tests of most of the great religious mystical traditions.

With a little imagination we can fi nd most, but not all, of the elements of this 
analogical argument in Th e Varieties of Religious Experience. A good case can be 
made out that James deserves to be credited with being the founding father of this 
argument. In the fi rst place, James makes a prominent use of a perceptual model 
of mystical experience, which is the analogical premise of the contemporary argu-
ment for cognitivity. He comes right out and says:

Our own more ‘rational’ beliefs are based on evidence exactly similar 
in nature to that which mystics quote for theirs. Our senses, namely, 
have assured us of certain states of fact; but mystical experiences are 
as direct perceptions of fact for those who have them as any sensations 
ever were for us. Th e records show that even though the fi ve senses be 
in abeyance in them, they are absolutely sensational in their epistemo-
logical quality. (VRE 336)
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Furthermore, like the contemporary analogical arguers, James goes on to fi ll 
out the analogy by showing that there are mystical analogues for some of the tests 
for the veridicality of sense- experience. What is apparently revealed by mystical 
experiences “must be sift ed and tested, and run the gauntlet of confrontation with 
the total context of experience just like what comes from the outer world of sense” 
(VRE 338). Mystical experiences are also likened to “windows through which 
the mind looks out upon a more extensive and inclusive world” than is revealed 
by our senses, and just as we have checks and tests for mediating between rival 
sensory- based claims there are analogous ones for mediating between rival mysti-
cally based claims. Because of these background defeating conditions, it will be 
possible for mysticism to have “its valid experiences and its counterfeit ones, just 
as our world has them … We should have to use its experiences by selecting and 
subordinating and substituting just as is our custom in this ordinary naturalistic 
world; we should be liable to error just as we are now” (VRE 339). Further indica-
tion of just how close James is to the contemporary analogical arguers is his claim 
that mystical experiences “establish a presumption” in favour of the thing being as 
it appears to be in them (VRE 336), which sounds very much like their presump-
tive inference rule.

Th ere is one very important respect in which James diff ers from contemporary 
analogical arguers that renders his argument less attractive than theirs, namely, 
he completely eschews any attempt to place the relevant background tests, which 
are the overriders or defeaters, within the shared practices of an ongoing religious 
community. In general, James’ failure to see the importance of religious institu-
tions, with their shared beliefs and communal practices, is a signifi cant limitation 
in the account that is given of religious experience in Th e Varieties of Religious 
Experience. Th is is yet another example of James’ over- glorifi cation of the isolated 
individual. His mystic is a lone- gun mystic, cut off  from the doxastic practices 
of a religious community. Where his mystic gets her tests from and how they are 
enforced remains a mystery. In virtue of being isolated from a community of fellow 
believers and practitioners, James’ mystic must follow her own private tests.

Contemporary analogical arguers are intent on justifying the various ongoing 
mystical doxastic practices as being reliable for the most part. James, on the other 
hand, works only on the retail level, his concern being exclusively with the justi-
fi cation for an individual mystic taking one of her experiences to be veridical. He 
fails to see that this justifi cation cannot be cut off  from the wholesale justifi ca-
tion of the shared social practice of basing objective existential claims on mystical 
experiences. James fails to realize that by eschewing the wholesale level, he signif-
icantly weakens the eff ectiveness of his will- to- believe justifi cation for the lone 
mystic believing that one of her experiences is veridical. Th is is a very important 
application of the will- to- believe, since what she believes in this matter could have 
the most important consequences for her future moral and spiritual development, 
that is, for her quest for sanctifi cation. Certainly, she will be aided in her attempt 
to get herself to believe on will- to- believe grounds that her mystical experience is 
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veridical if she fi rst believes that the general doxastic practice of basing existential 
claims on mystical experiences is a reliable one that yields true existential beliefs 
for the most part. Th is belief also must be based on will- to- believe grounds, since 
the mystical doxastic practice, like the sensory one, does not admit of any non-
 circular external justifi cation. James’ analogical argument, along with his  will-
 to- believe justifi cation for believing in the veridicality of an individual mystical 
experience, welcomes supplementation by bringing in the doxastic practice in 
which his tests are embedded.

With this in mind, a survey can now be made of the diff erent tests he recog-
nized as relevant to determining the veridicality of a mystical experience. Like 
the contemporary analogical arguers, James recognizes a mystical analogue to the 
sensory agreement and prediction tests, although he adds a third one: the imme-
diate luminosity test. Here, in brief, is how they work.

James makes a very broad application of the agreement test so that it concerns 
not only whether there is agreement among the mystics themselves but also 
whether their reports agree with ordinary sensory- based ones. In regard to the 
former, he fi rst says that there is a consensus among mystics and that “it would 
be odd … if such a unanimous type of experience should prove to be alto-
gether wrong” (VRE 336). However, he immediately counters that “the appeal to 
numbers has no logical force” and that there is considerable disagreement among 
the monistic and pluralistic mystics, not to mention their collective disagreement 
with demoniacal mysticism. Not only does the agreement test not support the 
objectivity of mystical experience when only mystical experiences are considered, 
but it counts against this when the sensory- based experiences are brought in. 
Mystical experiences “do not come to everyone; and the rest of life makes either 
no connexion with them, or tends to contradict them more than it confi rms them” 
(VRE 22). And, against the claims of monistic mystics, James says that the “eaches” 
of the pluralists “are at any rate real enough to have made themselves at least 
appear to everyone, whereas the absolute has as yet appeared immediately to only 
a few mystics, and indeed to them very ambiguously” (PU 62).

James, I believe, tries to soft en this clash between mysticism and sense-
 experience by giving a very understated conclusion concerning what mystical 
experiences ultimately proclaim:

As a rule, mystical states merely add a supersenuous meaning to the 
ordinary outward data of consciousness. Th ey are excitements like the 
emotions of love or ambition, fl ights to our spirit by means of which 
facts already objectively before us fall into a new life. Th ey do not 
contradict these facts as such, or deny anything that our senses have 
immediately seized. (VRE 338)

Th e same protective strategy seems operative in James’ bizarre initial set of 
four defi ning characteristics of a mystical experience – being ineff able, noetic, 
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transitory, and passive (VRE 302–3) – in which he fails to include being a unitive 
experience, which is their most important and distinctive feature, but one that 
seems to clash with the deliverances of ordinary sense- experience, which presents 
us with a multiplicity of distinct objects in space and time. Th is could aptly be 
called the ‘comic book’ theory of mystical experiences, since they are supposed 
to function as do the fi eld of force lines that comic books place around an object 
that is perceived or thought in a specifi cally intense manner. Th is, at best, fi ts the 
experiences at the undeveloped end of the mystical spectrum, such as drunk-
enness, but not those unitive experiences at the developed end, which not only 
report new facts, James’ higher dimensions of reality, but also sometimes seem 
to contradict our sensory- based beliefs concerning the reality of space, time and 
multiplicity. James does not want us to have to serve on a jury and decide whether 
to believe the testimony of the mystics or that of the vast majority of humanity, but 
he does not map out any eff ective strategy for preventing the matter from going 
to trial. He wants to fi nd some common denominator of all mystical experiences 
that is suffi  ciently watered down so as not to confl ict with the deliverances of 
sense- experience, but this fails to address the issue of whether the more developed 
mystical experiences are veridical.

Whereas the agreement test did not off er any support to the objectivity claim of 
mystics, quite to the contrary according to James, the prediction test does. Because 
of the passive and transitory nature of mystical experiences, we are not able to 
predict their occurrence, and to this extent the prediction test counts against their 
objectivity. But this is more than off set by the fact that so many mystics grow 
morally and/or spiritually as a result of their experience. In attacking reductionistic 
causal explanations of mystical experiences, James says that we must “inquire into 
their fruits for life”, rather than their causes (VRE 327). Th is is an ongoing theme 
in Th e Varieties of Religious Experience, especially in Lectures I, XIV and XV.

Immediate luminosity, the subject’s intense feeling of delight and reality, fi gures 
prominently in James’ network of confi rmatory tests, sometimes being accorded 
pride of place over good consequences (VRE 23) and at others taking second place 
to them (VRE 21–2). An interesting question is why James, unlike his contem-
porary analogical arguers, used this test. Th e answer might be that Th e Principles of 
Psychology’s interest- relative account of existence, although not explicitly endorsed 
in Th e Varieties of Religious Experience, still weighs heavily in James’ thinking. Th is 
might account for James’ seeming relativization of being evidence for to persons in 
his fi rst two conclusions regarding what mystical experiences establish:

(1) Mystical states, when well developed, usually are, and have the 
right to be, absolutely authoritative over the individuals to whom 
they come.

(2) No authority emanates from them which should make it a duty 
for those who stand outside of them to accept their revelations 
uncritically. (VRE 335)
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James favours the pluralistic interpretation of mystical experience. A mystical 
experience is of a surrounding mother- sea of consciousness; however, there is 
probably more than a single all- encompassing surrounding sea of consciousness, 
with God merely being the most outstanding of them in terms of power, know-
ledge and goodness, but still only fi nite. In a mystical experience, according to 
the surrounding mother- seas hypothesis, the subject becomes unifi ed with one 
of these super consciousnesses in a way that falls short of becoming literally 
numerically one and the same with it but rather in the weaker sense of becoming 
cognizant that it is a part of this enveloping consciousness. Th is inclusion of one 
consciousness self within another raises several problems, the least of which is 
the one that worried James concerning how one conscious state can be a part 
of another. Th e surrounding mother- sea of consciousness, be it a single sea or a 
plurality of seas, is an unseen order said to be “behind the veil” (ERM 76, 86, 87) 
to those of us “here below” (ERM 82, 87). It is a “transcendental world” (ERM 93, 
96) that makes “infl ux” into a person’s ordinary consciousness when the dam or 
threshold of receptivity is lowered (ERM 93).

the relation between the two gods

Th e clash between the active Promethean self and the passive mystical one, along 
with their respective Gods, might have been made to appear more formidable 
than it really is. Even Promethean selves must be permitted to sleep, for they will 
not amount to much as Promethean agents if they do not. Similarly, they should 
not be denied some mystical rest and recreation if it should enable them to return 
to the war zone better equipped to do battle with the forces of evil. For James, 
mystical emotions and beliefs are valuable and should be cultivated, not just for 
their own sake, but also for their instrumental value in inducing morally desirable 
behaviour. James even claimed that for a mystical experience to be veridical or 
objective its “fruits must be good for Life” (VRE 318). But this still leaves us with 
an apparent clash between the Promethean and mystical Gods.

Here is a textually motivated eff ort at fi nding a way to unify them. In Pragmatism 
and “Th e Will to Believe”, that the Promethean God exists is pragmatically reduced 
to R: if we collectively exert our best moral eff ort, then good will win out over evil 
in the long run. But our best moral eff orts are not alone suffi  cient to bring about 
this victory of good over evil, for they must be supplemented by the friendly forces 
operating within the world. As James put it, God is “but one helper … in the midst 
of all the shapers of the great world’s fate” (P 143). When James is promoting 
his melioristic religion based on R, he does not speculate about the nature of 
these friendly forces. Th is he does in Th e Varieties of Religious Experience, whose 
message is that the essence, the lifeblood, of religion is found in mystical experi-
ences. A metaphysical theory about the nature of the apparent object of a mystical 
experience is called an ‘over belief ’. James off ers a dualistic one that takes it to be 
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an enveloping mother- sea of consciousness, of which there might be and probably 
are more than one, thereby opening the door to polytheism. Th e enveloping indi-
vidual has goals and uses the enveloped individual in realizing them. It would be 
reasonable for James to identify, although he never explicitly did so, the friendly 
forces of his melioristic religion with these several mother- seas of consciousness. 
Th is would unify his Promethean and mystical Gods.
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3
henri bergson

John Mullarkey

Th at the ideas of Henri Bergson (1859–1941) were once associated with the French 
school of spiritualist philosophy (from Maine de Biran to Teilhard de Chardin); 
that Bergsonism was, for a time, both commended and rejected as an idealist 
and idealistic philosophy in reaction against the materialism of its day; that it 
seemed to deify humanity as the highpoint of evolution (in the face of a century 
of increasing pessimism regarding the value of human being); and that it urged 
a concentration on a form of time (durée) that transcends space and matter: all 
this would appear to mark Bergson’s thought as one belonging to a transcendental 
tradition, one with a religious bent at heart, and one with some secretive God 
residing at its centre. Bergson’s embrace of Catholicism and by Catholic thinkers 
would add to this impression (in 1941 he made a deathbed announcement of his 
conversion from Judaism to Christianity, although always maintaining its secrecy 
in favour of a public stance of solidarity with the Jewish community under perse-
cution); so too would the posthumous decline of his philosophical standing under 
the weight of constant attacks from the more obviously secular thought of Sartrean 
existentialism and phenomenology, Marxist materialism and Bachelardian epis-
temology. And yet the connection between Bergson and religion is actually much 
more complex than either the positive or negative side of these facts would have 
us believe – and not only because most of his works were placed on the Catholic 
Church’s Index Librorum Prohibitorum (List of prohibited books) in 1914, or that 
he remained an enemy of idealism for all of his philosophical career, or that his 
so- called spiritualism was in fact an anti- reductionist position and not an imma-
terialist one.

Rightly or wrongly, Bergson is again of interest today mostly because of the 
work of Gilles Deleuze, work that is, in essence, a neo- Bergsonian form of thought, 
and therewith no less ambiguous regarding the place of the divine. Deleuze’s 
central categories of diff erence, multiplicity, the virtual, life, evolution, problem-
atics, process and empiricism all derive from Bergson more than from any other 
philosopher. And, consequently, Bergson’s contemporary avatar is seemingly no 
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less duplicitous when it comes to God and the transcendental than was his master. 
Despite Deleuze being the philosopher who has done with ‘the judgement of God’ 
like Antonin Artaud, who has embraced the earth like Friedrich Nietzsche (see 
Vol. 4, Ch. 18), and who prioritizes immanence as an absolute like Baruch Spinoza 
(see Vol. 3, Ch. 11), Deleuze can still be seen as a spiritualist thinker, a philoso-
pher ‘out of this world’ (Hallward 2006), and a transcendentalist, no less than his 
mentor. For the truth is that Bergson, like Deleuze, is a philosopher of conjunc-
tions, of God and nature, of spirit and matter, of the transcendent and the imma-
nent – each dyad being held together as tendencies or movements, rather than 
being either identifi ed as one state or opposed as two.

In this chapter, I shall fi rst set out what Bergson says concerning God in the 
‘traditional’ sense, where he briefl y indicates the relation of God to his own meta-
physics of durée and the élan vital (which is basically the cosmic incarnation of 
durée), before turning to the substance of his thought, a substance of movements 
that outline the immanent emergence from itself of the ‘transcendental’, the auto-
 aff ection of immanence that brings forth both the religious soul (be it either ‘static’ 
or ‘dynamic’) and the image of divinity itself in a process that Bergson dubs, in 
his fi nal book, Th e Two Sources of Morality and Religion (1932), ‘fabulation’. Here 
we shall see a God that does not stand outside and transcendent to the world, but 
a world that is itself an indefi nite creativity and movement, with no underlying, 
unmoved mover at its origin.

the élan of god

In the early texts, Time and Free Will (1889) and Matter and Memory (1896), works 
that set out Bergson’s metaphysics of time as duration – time as the continual 
emergence of novelty and the very basis of being – there is little or no mention 
of God. Th e fi nal chapter of Matter and Memory does talk of consciousnesses 
greater in duration than our own, but these are clearly plural and immanent to 
life on earth: they belong to the realm of psychologies existing above and below 
the human mind, ones that transcend only human consciousness rather than 
consciousness per se (hence, to think of Bergson as a humanist in the anthro-
pocentric sense is to misread him badly – the task of philosophy is always to 
go beyond the human condition, as he clearly states in “An Introduction to 
Metaphysics” from 1903; Bergson 2007: xx). Given that Creative Evolution (1907) 
does then extend this metaphysics of time to the universe – the élan as cosmic 
principle of change over inertia, of diff erentiation over repetition – it was perhaps 
inevitable that Bergson would here at last make some remarks about God. Yet 
even in Creative Evolution he is sparing, stating only that the Absolute ‘endures’, 
being nothing less than creativity itself. Th e holistic and immanent nature of the 
divine is already clear even here in this barest sketch, for this Absolute, in as much 
as its essence is creativity, is also said to be ‘like us’ (Bergson 1911: 262, 315). And 
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what is this élan, this all- encompassing principle that subsumes God and us alike? 
Nothing more or less than novelty itself, the creation of the new, that which is 
ongoing and completely unpredictable. Th e élan is not a mysterious, immaterial 
substance, some kind of supernatural archeus. It is a kind of time, creative time. 
Nor is there an abstract, transcendent and infi nite creator (which would simply 
be another kind of substance) behind this creativity; there is only this process 
– a living, immanent and indefi nite creativity that does not oppose itself to other 
fi nite beings (processes), but is actually on a continuum with them. Indeed, in a 
related text, Bergson uses the term ‘indefi nite’ to reconcile the infi nite and the 
fi nite in this continual and continuous process of creativity (Bergson 1946: 211).

the source of the divine soul

With the exception of Duration and Simultaneity in 1922 (a technical work in the 
philosophy of physics, primarily devoted to distancing Bergsonism from Albert 
Einstein’s special theory of relativity, with which it had been compared), Bergson 
only wrote one other monograph aft er Creative Evolution, but it is the one that 
fi nally sets out his ideas on God, morality and religion explicitly: Th e Two Sources 
of Morality and Religion (hereaft er Two Sources). It does so, naturally, in immanen-
tist terms, explicating the source of the divine image and religious soul in vitalist 
categories, that is, ones concerning life and consciousness. Indeed, what distin-
guishes the Two Sources from the rest of Bergson’s oeuvre is that it is primarily 
a work in sociobiology rather than metaphysics (in fact, it is the sociobiological 
study of religion according to Charles Hartshorne; Hartshorne 1987: 379). For 
Bergson, we must seek the origin of religion in the biological exigencies of life, 
placing God back within the “general evolution of life” (Two Sources 116, 177).1

But we must be cautious here: Bergson’s is not at all a reductive sociobiology, 
for there is no wish here to defl ate culture to ‘merely’ animal, biological or genetic 
forces. Nor is there any causal agency implied going from some putative biological 
substratum ‘up to’ a social superstratum. No, this is an infl ationary discourse, for 
biological infl uence merits much more worth than we normally give it: “let us then 
give to the word biology the very wide meaning it should have, and will perhaps 
have one day” (ibid.: 101). Religion (and the divine) are natural, but nature is not 
inert: it is living creation itself. Hence, Bergson’s metaphysics of process and life 
must be kept in mind when looking at his sociobiology of ethics and religion.

Th at said, the fi rst manifestation of this redemptive biologism is the religious 
dualism evident throughout Two Sources. Th ere are two sources of morality and 
religion, and both are biological. Th ey can both be biological because there are 
also two major aspects to Bergson’s theory of evolution, namely, on the one hand 

 1. Quotes from Two Sources are from Bergson ([1935] 1977).
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a tendency towards repetition in the static form of evolved species, and, on the 
other, a tendency towards diff erentiation in the evolution of that species into other 
novel forms of life. Life evolved and life evolving (Spinoza’s natura naturata and 
natura naturans are not far from here): stasis and dynamism. In religious cate-
gories, these tendencies or movements manifest themselves respectively as the 
‘closed’ soul of ‘static religion’ and the ‘open soul’ of ‘dynamic religion’.

In the former we have a type of social pressure, a centripetal movement of 
closure, fostering a closed model of society and a static form of religion: groupings 
maintained through moral laws, social obligations and institutional codes. In the 
latter we have an outward, dissociative and centrifugal movement, creating open 
sociability and dynamic spirituality. As against the dogmas of a church, a group, 
it is instead born through heroic individuals (mystics) whose appeal operates 
through inspiration rather than law, through the contagion of aff ect rather than 
the command of dogma. Th e closed morality of static religion is a set of rules and 
balances, pressures and obligations bearing down on the individual by repressing 
his or her evolutionary alterity. Such a closure tends towards a static form of faith, 
a codifi ed, institutionalized spirituality that expresses above all the interests of the 
group rather than a supposedly universal divinity (ibid.: 39, 205–7).

Bergson compares this fi rst type of movement to the integrative pressure that 
maintains the unity of cells within an organism, only in society it is habit that plays 
the role of the binding force. We should note here that such collectivist thinking 
as this has oft en been accused of a romantic organicism, along with the dangerous 
political implications purportedly attendant to this. It is the totalitarian fantasy par 
excellence to see the body politic literally as an organism. But if there is an organi-
cism in Bergson’s sociobiology, it gravitates to political views exactly opposite to 
those most oft en repudiated by culturalists. Bergson does not argue for a closed 
image of the social on the basis of a rigid biological essentialism: rather, because 
his vitalism is embedded in a process metaphysics, the organic and the social are 
both left  ideally open. Bergson does not believe that organic systems are wholes; 
rather, they are dynamic, dissociating phenomena that are only relative unities 
(they only appear as one by contrast with what they eventually multiply into, but 
their apparent unity was itself always multiple at heart). Political organicism need 
only be feared if one’s picture of the organic, the biological or the vital is of a 
particular, totalizing variety. Religiosity, as a form of sociability, can be totalitarian 
(taking the form of a rigid, evolved body), but, ideally for Bergson, it is dynamic 
and open, being the force that dissolves all forms.

Alongside the force of closure, then, there is another kind of consciousness 
that responds to the desire for openness, specifi cally the desire to be open towards 
openness: a welcome owed to those who are themselves ‘opening’. Behind the 
command to ‘love all’ lies this other morality – biological too, but in another sense 
than ‘merely’ naturalistic (ibid.: 17, 33–4). Bergson talks of the ‘complete morality’ 
or ‘absolute morality’ of this ‘open soul’ and, in a famous passage, describes the 
‘extreme limit’ of its movement as follows:
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Th e other attitude is that of the open soul. What, in that case, is allowed 
in? Suppose we say that it embraces all humanity: we should not be 
going too far, we should hardly be going far enough, since its love may 
extend to animals, to plants, to all nature. And yet no one of these things 
which would thus fi ll it would suffi  ce to defi ne the attitude taken by the 
soul, for it could, strictly speaking, do without all of them. Its form is 
not dependent on its content. We have just fi lled it; we could as easily 
empty it again. ‘Charity’ would persist in him who possesses ‘charity’, 
though there be no other living creature on earth. (Ibid.: 38)

Pure openness sympathizes ‘with the whole of nature’, but it is also a contact 
with a principle of nature that expresses itself in quite a diff erent attachment to 
life than that found in the forces of closure (collective identities and group obliga-
tions). It is described as an objectless emotion that loves who or what it does only 
‘by passing through’ rather than aiming for them (ibid.: 39, 52, 254–5). Th e object 
of dynamic religion is also its source: the generative action of life, which Bergson 
periodically describes as ‘God’ (ibid.: 53, 252–62).

An example of the diff erence between the closed and this absolute openness 
comes in Bergson’s discussion of justice. In relative, distributive justice, he argues, 
there is a perfect mix of closed obligation and genuine, open aspiration: it is a 
question of distribution, reciprocity and equivalence – a mathematical balancing 
act of quantity with quantity, quality with quality. Such relative justice creates a 
form of equality that remains set against the outsider, for the notion of reciprocal 
freedoms and shared rights still serves the need for one social- order opposed to 
the outside: an immanent order whose operativity relies on keeping the alien, 
foreigner or stranger at bay, on keeping a transcendent as such (ibid.: 69–79). 
Th e transition from the idea of this form of justice to that of absolute justice is 
supposedly gradual (ever- increasing enfranchisements), but Bergson regards it as 
an incommensurable ‘leap forward’. Absolute justice has another source altogether 
from that of inclusion: it refuses to let even one individual suff er for the good of 
the group. Indeed, it has no object at all that might be included or excluded (be 
it even an abstraction such as ‘death’ or ‘bare life’, as Jean Luc Nancy and Georgio 
Agamben respectively maintain). While it was the prophets of Israel who gave 
justice this categorical nature, Bergson argues that it was Christianity that made it 
genuinely universal, the Judaic form remaining insular.

Now it must be added that both these moral and religious movements, closed 
and open, are only ‘extreme limits’ and are never found in any actual society in 
their pure form (separate from each other), even in Christian society. Th e forces of 
openness and closure are present in varying degrees in every society and are inter-
mixed in every actual morality. Th ere never has been and neither could there ever 
be a truly open society and dynamic religion or a fully closed society and static reli-
gion. Th ese are limit- ideas. Actual morality encompasses what Bergson describes 
as a “system of orders dictated by impersonal social requirements”, as well as a 
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“series of appeals made to the conscience of each of us by persons who represent the 
best there is in humanity” (ibid.: 84): the force of the institution versus the appeal 
of the mystic. In fact, religious dynamism needs static religion for its expression 
and diff usion, and the two are not at all opposed in their common origin, which 
Bergson alludes to mysteriously as “some intermediate thing” (ibid.: 178, 179). 
Th e mystic needs the institution to work within and against; it forms the outline 
that the action and appeal of the mystic transgresses and, in so doing, broadens. 
I already observed that the form open morality takes ‘is not dependent on its 
content’; hence, the ‘openness’ of the mystic soul is also necessarily vague. Fleshing 
out the vague formulas of openness actually entails an accommodation with its 
opposite religious and moral tendency towards closure, this fl eshing out being the 
task of the church, the institution. Th e mystic, therefore, is what is both within and 
without the institution, immanent and transcendent simultaneously. As such, the 
mystic also embodies another of the conceptual conjunctions in Bergsonism.

As mentioned, open morality fi nds its inspiration in the personal appeal of the 
mystic, and hence some form of direct or indirect interpersonal relationship is 
required. Where closed morality lies in obedience before the law, open morality 
lies in an ‘appeal’, ‘attraction’ or ‘call’. But the call does not come from just anyone: 
it requires a privileged personality. What is best in our society is bequeathed to 
us by individuals Bergson calls “heroes”, and each hero – living or dead – “exerts 
on us a virtual attraction” (ibid.: 84). But the heroism Bergson describes is funda-
mentally of a religious variety and mystical: one that is dynamic and wholly active 
rather than institutional and reifi ed. Bergson’s ‘mystics’ are far from being ascetic 
contemplatives, however: they are creators, actively transgressing the boundaries 
of life, mind and society in their inspirational morality. St Paul, like St Th eresa or 
Joan of Arc, were actors fi rst and foremost, sometimes even militantly so.

In crossing all frontiers, mysticism goes “beyond the limits of intelligence” 
(ibid.: 220), the ultimate end of mysticism being to establish a partial coincidence 
with the creative eff ort that life manifests. So radical is this inherent creativity, that 
it can appear as mental pathology, and Bergson takes some time to spell out the 
diff erences between the symptoms of genuine mental transcendence and those of 
simple insanity (ibid.: 228ff .). What is essentially diff erent is that, while the mystic 
has travelled the same route as the insane, the mystic has also discovered the way 
back into society: transcendence and (then) immanence.

So, then, what is the activity of the mystic hero? Curiously enough, what allows 
the hero to act as a model for others is described as a type of passivity before 
life. It entails “the complete and mysterious gift  of self ” (ibid.: 225; Bergson is 
here quoting Soderblom). What is termed ‘complete mysticism’ is wholly for the 
other rather than being self- absorbed: “true, complete, active mysticism aspires to 
radiate, by virtue of the charity which is its essence” (ibid.: 309). How it actually 
radiates is through the contagious properties of a genuinely ‘creative’ emotion: 
“for heroism itself is a return to movement, and emanates from an emotion – 
infectious like all emotions – akin to the creative act” (ibid.: 53). But here the 
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etymology of emotion must be taken into account: Bergson is not endorsing some 
private, spiritual ecstasy so much as a type of movement rich in meaning, a move-
ment of openness. In one fascinating analysis, Bergson describes Socrates as a 
mystic and religious hero before being a philosophical model. When philosophers 
constructively engage with society as their Athenian forebear did, they do not 
merely emulate a Socratic archetype so much as actualize the Socratic- movement 
and thereby make him (or his essential process) actually live again (ibid.: 61–2).

fabulating god

Th us far, we have looked at Bergson’s source for religion, qua the religious soul, 
in the moral forces and appeals that emanate from life. But it is also life that is 
the source of our very idea of God, the idea of a supernatural divine that creates 
life, is separate from it and even transcends it. Th e specifi c origin concerns what 
the Two Sources terms ‘fabulation’. Th e concept of ‘fabulation’ is vast in its opera-
tion, according to Bergson, being a primitive state of mind present in all of us. It 
is a ‘virtual instinct’ that works initially by creating rudimentary forms of religion 
(such as animatism and animism), as well as relating us to the world as such, by 
anthropomorphizing its processes and activities as events and actions, by creating 
other personalities, other spirits, in a phrase, ‘Other Minds’. It is imprecise to 
think of fabulation as a species of imagination, still less a form of play, simula-
tion or pretence, for it is far more primitive than all of these and seems to lie at 
their source (Two Sources 110, 107). Most signifi cantly, fabulation also has precise 
sociobiological origins and, until those origins are fathomed, Bergson tells us, 
until its source is analysed, we will not see beyond the general similarities it has 
with other faculties (that tempt us to confuse it with them and thereby generate 
inaccurate accounts of the origin of our belief in God).

With fabulation, he says that we are dealing with “the reactions of man to his 
perception of things, of events, of the universe in general” (ibid.: 162). So clearly, 
Bergson’s discussion of fabulation concerns more than just religion, for in fact this 
faculty lies at the origin of fi ction and a good deal of our more creative representa-
tions of the world; he mentions children’s play, writing, theatre and hero- worship 
in quick succession (ibid.: 108). Th at said, however, all these other forms of repre-
sentation do come back to fabulation in its religious origin.

Th ere are three stages of fabulation (animatism, animism and theism), that can 
also be seen as three forms of mediation, three forms of creative representation or 
‘seeing as’. Th e second form is most interesting as a diff erential mediation marked 
by the shift  from animatism to animism, the incursion of a dualism in our inter-
pretation of the world, moving us from a vision of the entire universe as animate, 
to one that divides the universe into that which is animated (with spirits) and 
that which is inanimate. What spurs this fi rst dissociation in fabulation is what 
Bergson regards as the ultimate disaster for the mind: the representation of its 
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death. Th e evolution of intelligence brings with it the double- edged sword of the 
foresight of death. Intelligence can thereby lead to a “disturbance of life” and the 
“intellectual representation which thus restores the balance to nature’s advantage 
is of a religious order” (ibid.: 129) concerning the possibility of life aft er death. Th e 
traumatic representation of death (and its depressive eff ects on our animal will to 
live) must be dampened by the formation of quasi- hallucinations, fi ctions, myths 
and ultimately the whole panoply of religious symbolism, which, at its source, is 
a supplement from nature to compensate for the eff ects of this shock to thought. 
Myth, then, when understood in the broadest terms possible, is a refi nement of 
a proto- religious faculty of mind to animate nature with intentions and actions 
(ibid.: 125, 204). It gives life to the inert and thus an aft erlife to the dead.

So, there is the shock generated by an intelligent representation (the vision of 
death), and there is the reply to that shock, which is also generated as a represen-
tation, this time of a spiritual world that embodies the promise of survival post-
 mortem. Our intelligence goes beyond its original function by abstracting death 
from the particular (certain others) to the general (everyone, including itself). In 
turning its refl ective power onto itself, it interferes with its own infi nite vision and 
purpose (to live), refracting it (through this scene of deadly fi nitude) such that a 
distorted view of the infi nite is generated: the fantasy of survival. Death refracts or 
mediates life into an image of life or sur- vival, a kind of super- life or meta- life.

Th is image of life is a spectre that comes in various religious forms: anima-
tist force, animist spirit, theist person, each one all the more individuated, more 
integrated, as the felt experience of our body is superseded by its visual image. To 
quote Bergson:

For contemporary science the body is essentially what it is to the 
touch; … the visual image of it would in that case be a phenomenon 
whose variation we must constantly rectify by recourse to the tactile 
image … But the immediate impression is nothing of the kind. An 
unwary mind will put the visual and the tactile image in the same cate-
gory, will attribute to them the same reality, and will assume them to 
be relatively independent of one another. Th e ‘primitive’ man has only 
to stoop over a pool to see his body just as it really appears, detached 
from the tactile body. (Ibid.: 133)

What Bergson provides here is a specular origin of the spirit- life, one facilitated in 
part by a kind of mirror- stage, whereby we see our refl ection in a surface, a false, 
whole (visual) image that we dissociate from a felt (tactile) image. But what forces 
the specular dissociation is fi rst the idea of death, the image of our fi nitude.2

 2. Of course, Jacques Lacan sees the visual image in terms of a false spatial continuity (ego 
identity), where Bergson sees it as the false promise of temporal continuity (survival). 
Bergson himself did believe in the survival of the soul, but for philosophical reasons (at 
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Fabulation, then, is a ‘partial anthropomorphism’: an internationalization and 
vitalization of nature that begins with diff used, impersonal forces; then crystallizes 
those forces into spirits localized in particular places (animism); before then both 
imparting increasingly more human personality to those spirits while at the same 
time detaching them from the world, until we have a full- blown monotheism with 
a divine that transcends its creatures (ibid.: 152, 176). Here is Bergson’s depic-
tion of this faculty in operation in the vital second phase, animism, in regard 
to a water spring (ibid.: 180): the meaningful action of giving water was once 
a “datum provided directly by the senses” with its “own independent existence”. 
But then it became the “spirit of the spring”, localized fi rst in a thing and then in 
a person. It is the “persistence” (or repetition) of this process of giving water, that 
“set it [the action] up as the animating spirit of the spring at which we drink, 
whilst the spring, detached from the function which it performs … relapse[d] 
the more completely into the state of a thing pure and simple” (ibid.: 180, emphasis 
added). Th is is fabulation somewhere near the beginning of a centripetal process 
that de- animates matter while (eventually) animating immaterial gods. No longer 
ourselves being overt animists, of course, we now think of this spirit as an “an 
abstract idea … extracted from things by an intellectual eff ort” (Two Sources 180), 
whereas it was originally thought that this spirit was that action. It might be truer 
to say that with the “spirit of the spring” we already have the beginnings of that 
extraction, and that our conception of this spirit now as merely one abstract idea 
among others, far from being an innocent description of a tenet of animism, is 
actually a furtherance of this extractive process (partly eff ected by our language of 
‘substance’ and ‘attributes’). Th e activity of the spring – the process of water – has 
been extracted as an immobile idea, leaving the spring to ‘relapse’ into a state of 
inert materiality.

What drives this dissociative process throughout, however, is trauma. Looking 
through the pages of the Two Sources on fabulation, one cannot miss its connec-
tion with trauma, especially the trauma of excess novelty, that is, novelty or diff er-
ence beyond our foresight. As Bergson explains, primitively, we divide reality into 
that which in principle can always be foreseen (the mechanical) and that which 
cannot: between what we can control and what we cannot. In some circumstances, 
then, between an intention and its execution there is a gap, leaving room for acci-
dent. Fabulation, in these cases, acts as a defence against the “margin of the unex-
pected between the initiative taken and the eff ect desired” (ibid.: 140, emphasis 
added). Th e unpredicted events are signifi cant, not so much for what they are in 
themselves – “earthquakes, fl oods, tornadoes” (ibid.: 153) as well as illness, serious 

least in published writings such as Matter and Memory) to do with the irreducibility of 
consciousness to the brain, not the ones furnished primitively through refraction. Likewise, 
Bergson’s philosophical argument for God’s existence, which just is the argument for the 
élan (that subsumes God and us alike in its novel being) should be kept separate from the 
social origin of our belief in the divine, which stems from fabulation.
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accident, and, of course, “the greatest accident of all”, death (ibid.: 138) – as for 
our response to them, how we see them. Th ey are given an intentionality, for if 
the eff ect has an importance to us, if the eff ect has meaning for us (our death, our 
injury) then the same level of signifi cance must be in the cause (on the basis of a 
primitive logic of ‘like coming from like’). If the event is like something we know, 
if it is like us, then it is partly domesticated; it seems partly controlled and so less 
traumatic. Th is strange tendency is in everyone and not just ‘primitives’: “a sudden 
shock arouses the primitive man dormant within us all”, Bergson claims (ibid.: 
142, 145, 146, 164, 176). We may not be overt animists now, but we remain covert 
ones in our primordial interactions with the world. In this vein, Bergson writes 
the following of our primitive emotional reaction to domestic collisions, such as 
when we accidentally bang our leg against a table. Naturally, we blame the table. 
He continues:

Between the identifi cation of the table with a person and the percep-
tion of the table as an inanimate object, there lies an intermediate 
representation which is neither that of a thing nor of a person; it is the 
image of the act accomplished by the striking or, better still, the image 
of the act of striking … Th e act of striking is an element of personality, 
but not yet a complete personality. (Ibid.: 125)

Consequently, the representations of mythic, supernatural forces always start or 
end (even in magical thought) with a real trauma of accident, illness or observed 
death. Th ey stem from ‘out- of- the- way experience’, excess novelty or a ‘sudden 
shock’ that paralyses our superfi cial psychic life. Th at such novelties exist (espe-
cially the unpredictable but nonetheless inevitable eventuality of our own death) 
and can be represented by the human mind is what drives fabulation on (given 
that we know, for instance, both that we are going to die as well as that we will not 
know how and when we are going to die – at least until it is too late to do anything 
about it). In one example, Bergson writes from his own experience of a “vague 
foreboding” of what would be known eventually as the Great War. Th is was an 
event much discussed and predicted during the forty- three years aft er the end of 
the Franco- Prussian War in 1871, but Bergson describes how, on the announce-
ment of war with Germany in August 1914, he suddenly felt an “invisible pres-
ence”, as what was once only an abstract idea gradually became real. As an idea, 
it had remained both “probable and impossible”, a “contradictory idea”, keeping 
an “abstract character” until the very last moment (ibid.: 144, 160), whereupon he 
had this strange “feeling of admiration for the smoothness of the transition from 
the abstract to the concrete” (ibid.: 176).

Here, fi nally, we come to the heart of fabulation as something more general 
than just myth- making, for its own source – in the traumas of illness, natural 
disaster, war and, pre- eminently, anticipated death – begins with disturbance, with 
interruption, but one that is felt as a presence. And the felt trauma, ultimately the 
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felt presence of the idea of death, is what allows us to see anything as anything 
else, to see x as y: it creates a faculty (or ‘virtual instinct’) that can see anger in 
the dark clouds above, spirits in water springs, and God’s presence in the work-
ings of nature. In other words, it lies at the heart of all of our other kinds of 
representation.

To carve out events from the “continuity of the real” is how fabulation is also 
described in the Two Sources (159), but that is precisely how all representation is 
described throughout Bergson’s earlier work, Matter and Memory. Representation 
is born from fabulation, and fabulation is the (immanent and vital) process that 
creates the (transcendent) image of God. With the theory of fabulation, then, we 
truly have an important key to Bergson’s thought: it is an account of a faculty 
that not only shows the complex relationship between his metaphysics and reli-
gion (being an explanation of how the image of God emerges immanently from 
natural, vital and psychological processes), but also how central such a vitalizing 
faculty is to the ultimate purpose of his own philosophy, one that is, in the end, 
something that provides us with a spiritual image of the cosmos itself as a living, 
creative, phenomenon.
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4
john dewey

Steven C. Rockefeller

John Dewey (1859–1952) was the pre- eminent philosopher in the United States 
during the fi rst half of the twentieth century, and his thinking has had an ongoing 
infl uence in America and in a great diversity of nations and cultures around the 
world. He is widely recognized as one of the most important philosophers of the 
twentieth century. Dewey’s naturalistic understanding of the religious dimension 
of experience, his identifi cation of the religious life with the democratic way of 
life and his concept of piety toward nature constitute a signifi cant contribution 
to liberal religious thought. An appreciation of Dewey’s personal religious faith 
clarifi es his primary concerns and major objectives as a philosopher, educator and 
social reformer.

John Dewey was born in Burlington, Vermont, in 1859, just before the Civil 
War in the United States, and he died in 1952 in New York City at the beginning 
of the cold war. His life spans a period in the United States of extraordinary intel-
lectual, economic and social change driven by scientifi c enquiry, technological 
innovation, industrialization, urbanization and the democratic ideal. His career 
as a philosopher was devoted to reconstructing philosophy in an eff ort to help 
society adjust to the modern world and realize the creative possibilities for human 
development presented by democracy and the scientifi c method.

Dewey is best known for his contributions in four areas. First, he was a leading 
proponent of evolutionary naturalism and humanism. He relied on experience and 
the scientifi c method as the sole authority in matters of knowledge. He rejected 
supernaturalism and viewed humanity as part of the one world of nature. Early in 
his career he accepted Darwinian evolutionary theory. His empirical and naturalistic 
understanding of nature is a form of process philosophy similar in many respects to 
the outlook of his contemporary, Alfred North Whitehead. Dewey was a humanist in 
the sense that he was primarily interested in the problems of people and maintained 
a basic faith in the capacity of human beings to deal with the challenges of life.

Secondly, together with Charles S. Peirce (see Vol. 4, Ch. 17) and William James, 
Dewey was one of the founders of the North American philosophical school of 
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pragmatism (instrumentalism, or experimentalism). Adopting a Darwinian bio-
logical perspective, he viewed the mind as primarily a problem- solving instru-
ment and ideas as guides to action. He argued that the meaning of ideas is to 
be found in their practical consequences and, therefore, knowing involves doing. 
His career coincides with the rise of the social sciences and, adopting a melioris-
tic outlook, he was especially concerned to show how the experimental method 
of enquiry can be used as a method for cooperative social problem- solving and 
ethical guidance. He opposed the philosophical quest for certainty and all forms 
of dogmatism and fundamentalism.

Th irdly, Dewey became a prominent champion of democratic values and social 
and political liberalism. As an intellectual leader of the Progressive Movement 
in the United States during the early decades of the twentieth century, he was a 
tireless defender of freedom and human rights and an outspoken supporter of 
the labour and women’s movements. Following the First World War, he became 
actively engaged in the movement to outlaw war internationally. Fourthly, in the 
1890s he came to believe that the key to enduring social reform is the transfor-
mation of the schools. As a result, through groundbreaking research at a labora-
tory school, books, essays and public lectures he established himself for over forty 
years as the foremost leader of the progressive education movement.

Dewey completed his undergraduate studies at the University of Vermont in 
1880 and earned a PhD in philosophy at Johns Hopkins University in 1884. His 
career as a university professor stretched over fi ft y- fi ve years. He taught at the 
University of Michigan in Ann Arbor (1884–94), the University of Chicago (1894–
1904) and Columbia University in New York City (1905–39). He also travelled 
and lectured widely, spreading his philosophical, social and educational theories 
in China, Japan, Mexico, Russia, South Africa and Turkey as well as Europe. 
His collected works fi ll thirty- seven volumes. Aspiring throughout his career 
to develop a comprehensive philosophical vision as a guide to action, Dewey’s 
mature works present an extraordinary breadth of philosophical refl ection.

At the start of his career, Dewey embraced neo- Hegelian idealism, and long aft er 
he had abandoned the neo- Hegelian system, some of the philosophical vocabulary 
and many of the insights of the neo- Hegelians continued to infl uence his thought. 
For example, using the language of neo- Hegelian idealism, Dewey throughout his 
career describes the general problem with which philosophy should be concerned 
as the separation of the real from the ideal in everyday life. In addition, Dewey 
closely identifi es the religious life with the quest for the ideal and its realization.

Dewey was raised in the Protestant Christian tradition and was an active 
member of the Congregational Church until aged thirty- fi ve. Th ereaft er, he had 
little interest in institutional religion. However, Christian values and ideals had an 
enduring infl uence on his thought, and he retained a lifelong interest in the reli-
gious dimension of experience. As a religious thinker his goal was to work out the 
full implications of the liberal reconstruction of Christianity initiated in the late 
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries by philosophers and theologians who 
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sought to reconcile religion with reason and modern culture. He recognized that 
the rise of science and the process of secularization had left  many people disori-
ented and confused in their intellectual and spiritual loyalties. He was, therefore, 
especially concerned to overcome both the confl ict between religion and science 
and the separation of the religious life from everyday life in the secular world. He 
sought a middle way between monistic idealism and mechanistic materialism, 
supernaturalism and despairing atheism, and moral absolutism and subjective 
relativism.

Dewey’s thinking on the subject of religion was worked out over a period of 
six decades in a great variety of books and essays. He never published a compre-
hensive statement of his views on religion, and he published only one short book, 
A Common Faith (1934), that focuses primarily on religion. Since Dewey arrived 
at some of his most fundamental convictions regarding religion very early in his 
career, his thinking is best understood by describing how it evolved, beginning 
with his early life.

the early dewey: 1859–94

In an autobiographical essay, “From Absolutism to Experimentalism” (1930), 
Dewey recalls having passed through some stressful emotional problems during 
his adolescence that generated in him an intense emotional craving for unifi ca-
tion. His mother’s sentimental brand of evangelical pietism and the New England 
Calvinism he encountered in the Congregational Church were contributing 
factors. He describes experiencing “an inward laceration” that involved feelings of 
sin and guilt and a sense of isolation of self from world and separation of nature 
from God (LW 5:153).1 Th e unifi cation Dewey sought as a young man had three 
interrelated dimensions involving integration of personality, social adjustment 
and unity with God, the moral and spiritual ideal. He also was seeking a world 
characterized by organic unity. Th e evolution of Dewey’s religious life and thought 
is to a large extent the story of how he pursued his quest for unity and the ideal.

Dewey reports that he found his “spiritual emancipation” during his college 
years in Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s Aids to Refl ection (1825). Coleridge assured 
Dewey that faith and reason can and should be harmonized and that he could 
be both “liberal and pious”. It was Dewey’s craving for unifi cation and his search 
for the ideal coupled with the awakening of his powerful intellect that led him 
into philosophy and to Immanuel Kant (see Vol. 3, Ch. 21) and then to G. W. F. 
Hegel (see Vol. 4, Ch. 4), and absolute idealism. In the philosophy classroom of 

 1. In- text references to Dewey’s works are from Th e Collected Works of John Dewey, 1882–
1953, edited by Jo Ann Boydston, with EW referring to Th e Early Works of John Dewey, 
1882–1898; MW, Th e Middle Works of John Dewey, 1899–1924; and LW, Th e Later Works 
of John Dewey, 1925–1953.
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George Sylvester Morris at Johns Hopkins University and in the writings of the 
British neo- Hegelians T. H. Green, John Caird and Edward Caird, Dewey found 
the vision of the world as an organic unity for which he was searching. He writes 
that “Hegel’s synthesis of subject and object, matter and spirit, the divine and the 
human … operated as an immense release, a liberation” (LW 5:153). In Hegel’s 
panentheistic worldview, God is the eternal unity of the ideal and the real and the 
divine reason immanent in the world, guiding the evolution of civilization toward 
realization of the ideal.

In his fi rst book, Psychology (1887), Dewey endeavours to integrate neo-
 Hegelian absolutism with experimentalism in the form of the new psychology to 
which he had been introduced at Johns Hopkins. As a Christian neo- Hegelian, 
Dewey adopts the view that God is the perfect personality and that the divine 
purpose in history is the realization of personality in humanity leading to estab-
lishment of the kingdom of God on earth. His Psychology contains a complex 
theory of how the ideal or universal self – the perfect personality of God – is 
reproduced in the individual self. Th e essence of human nature is defi ned as 
self- determining will, and the argument is made that the individual person can 
progressively realize the universal self in and through a process of intellectual and 
spiritual growth involving the study of science, philosophy and art, and the devel-
opment of a moral faith in the ideal and a religious faith in God as the unity of the 
ideal and the real. Dewey also notes that the act of religious faith gives to experi-
ence a distinct religious quality in the form of feelings of dependence, reconcilia-
tion, peace and joy.

At the outset of his career, Dewey was especially fascinated with philosophical 
eff orts to unify the ideal and the real with abstract logical arguments and meta-
physical speculations. However, under the strong infl uence of Alice Chipman, an 
ardent feminist and social activist, whom he married in 1886, Dewey’s philosoph-
ical interests began to focus on pressing social problems. Early in his career, he 
arrived at the conviction that the primary task of philosophy is to clarify the major 
confl icts facing society and to promote progressive social change.

During his years at the University of Michigan (1884–94), Dewey continued 
to be an active member of the Congregational Church, teaching courses on the 
Bible, church history and Christian thought, and giving talks before the Student 
Christian Association at the University. However, it is during this period that 
Dewey’s religious thinking began to move in a radical, liberal direction, and he 
came to identify the spirit and practical meaning of Christianity in the modern 
era with the ethics of democracy and the experimental search for knowledge and 
practical wisdom.

In developing an understanding of the essence of the historical Christian trad-
ition, Dewey adopted the Hegelian theory that biblical stories and Christian theo-
logical doctrines involve a mythical and representational apprehension of universal 
truths that are rationally formulated in philosophical idealism. He argues that the 
heart of the Christian tradition is not to be identifi ed with a particular religion 
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in the sense of a fi xed creed and set of symbols and rites. In the Hegelian vision, 
the goal of Christianity is unity with God, and God is immanent in history and 
human social life. Th ese considerations lead Dewey to a conclusion with major 
implications for his religious thought. He asserts that the healthy religious life 
knows no separation of religious life and secular life. Th e individual fi nds recon-
ciliation with God by identifying his or her self with the shared life of the commu-
nity and by working for the common good and social justice.

In “Th e Ethics of Democracy” (1888), Dewey takes a further critical step in his 
thinking. He had grown up in a culture where Christian ideals and democratic 
social values were oft en associated, and he was inspired by Walt Whitman’s under-
standing of the religious meaning of democracy in Democratic Vistas (1871). He 
now argues that in nineteenth- century America, Christianity should be iden-
tifi ed closely with the democratic way of life. Democracy, he explains, is much 
more than a form of government. It is fi rst and foremost a great ethical ideal. 
It is a personal way of individual life and a form of moral and spiritual associa-
tion. Th e ethics of democracy, states Dewey, are entirely consistent with Christian 
values and constitute “the one, ultimate, ethical ideal of humanity” (EW 1:248). 
Democratic attitudes and values, declares Dewey, should govern all human rela-
tions: in the family, school and workplace as well as in the public sphere.

Dewey regards the democratic ideal as a vision of organic unity in which the 
individual and the community are interdependent. Fundamental to moral democ-
racy are respect for the absolute worth of the individual person, and freedom and 
opportunity for all, on the one hand, and a high sense of social responsibility and 
active participation in the life of the community by all, on the other. Each person 
should be both a sustained and a sustaining member of society. Th e interests of 
the community are best served by providing all its members with the educational 
and occupational opportunities to realize their full potential. Th e individual fi nds 
fulfi lment by developing his or her capacities in and through contributing to the 
life of the community.

In “Christianity and Democracy” (1892), Dewey identifi es God with truth and 
Christianity with the revelation of practical truth and its incarnation in the indi-
vidual and society. He further argues that democracy involves the freedom to 
discover, communicate and implement practical truth, leading to the enlighten-
ment, liberation and unifi cation of humanity. “It is in democracy”, reasons Dewey, 
“that the incarnation of God in man … becomes a living, present thing, having its 
ordinary and natural sense” (EW 4:8–9). In “Reconstruction” (1894), Dewey goes 
further and links Christianity and the unfolding revelation of practical truth in 
modern democratic society with the experimental method and cooperative scien-
tifi c search for truth.

Persuaded by philosophers such as Hermann Lotze and F. H. Bradley, in the 
early 1890s Dewey adopted the view that the scientifi c method of enquiry should 
be regarded as the one intellectual authority on matters of truth. In addition, he 
was beginning to believe that the social sciences could do for social progress what 
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the physical sciences had done for industrial progress. In the 1890s, refl ecting the 
infl uence of Auguste Comte (see Vol. 4, Ch. 7) and Joseph Ernest Renan, Dewey 
also began to argue that the experimental method can and should be used in 
the search for moral truth. In this way he tried to overcome the split in modern 
culture between science and moral values. Developing an experimental theory of 
moral valuation became a major focus of his future work as a technical philoso-
pher in the fi eld of logic, which he defi ned as the theory of enquiry.

empirical naturalism and the democratic faith

During the fi rst decade of his career, Dewey steadily advanced his agenda of 
rationalizing and naturalizing Christian theological doctrines and ideas. Toward 
the end of this period his writings reveal that he was losing his confi dence in the 
neo- Hegelian system and its concept of God as the ideal self and unity of the ideal 
and the real. It was William James’ revolutionary study Principles of Psychology 
(1891), with its biological account of the development of the self and the function 
of thought, that was the decisive infl uence leading to the shift  in Dewey’s outlook.

As a mature thinker, Dewey asserts that the empirical evidence does not exist 
to support theism or philosophical idealism. He concludes that the God of both 
theism and idealism is a creation of the human imagination projected onto the 
universe. He notes that the idea of God as the unity of the ideal and the real creates 
an insoluble problem as to why there is so much suff ering and evil in the world. He 
also points out that the belief that the ideal and actual are one on the level of ulti-
mate reality does nothing to help solve the practical problems with which people 
must contend in their everyday lives except to provide consolation in the face of 
suff ering, tragedy and defeat. Th e most serious indictment to be brought against 
transcendentalist philosophies, argues Dewey, is that they have tended to obscure 
“the potentialities of daily experience for joy and self- regulation” (LW 1:41).

Aft er Dewey moved to the University of Chicago in 1894, he terminated his 
membership in the Congregational Church and began constructing a new natu-
ralistic and humanistic worldview. Even though he had abandoned traditional 
Christian theology and neo- Hegelian idealism, he retained his faith in progress 
and he would eventually develop a naturalistic theory of religious experience. He 
was never inclined to adopt a pessimistic or defi ant atheism. On the contrary, 
Dewey continued to see himself as on the forefront of a great movement involving 
the evolutionary development of humanity’s intellectual, moral and religious 
consciousness and the transformation of society. His experience and philosoph-
ical refl ections led him to the fi rm belief that the fundamental social, psychological 
and religious problems confronting men and women in modern societies can only 
be addressed by recognizing the interdependence of the individual and society 
and by transforming both religious life and social life and fully integrating them. 
Only commitment to democracy as a moral and spiritual ideal, argues Dewey, 
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will ensure freedom and opportunity for all, unite people in an inclusive and just 
community, and bring wholeness to the modern psyche.

At the heart of Dewey’s understanding of the religious meaning of democracy 
is his belief in “the ultimate religious value to be found in the normal fl ow of life 
itself ” (EW 4:367). In this regard, he writes in 1933:

I have found … that all the things which traditional religionists prize 
and which they connect exclusively with their own conception of God 
can be had equally well in the ordinary course of human experience 
in our relations to the natural world and to one another as human 
beings. (LW 9:224)

Th e meaning, aesthetic enjoyment and spiritual fulfi lment that may be found in 
human relations and in relations with the larger world of nature constitute for 
Dewey the great religious signifi cance and promise of the democratic way of life.

Th e foundation for Dewey’s philosophy of the democratic life is his empirical 
and naturalistic theory of the continuity of the ideal and the real. In this regard, 
he rejects the widespread view in modern philosophy that there is a funda-
mental confl ict between a scientifi c understanding of the world and belief in the 
objective validity of human values. It is argued that science conceives the object-
ively real world of nature to be an indiff erent, dead mechanism without purpose 
or meaning, and humanity’s aesthetic, moral and religious values are, therefore, to 
be understood as purely subjective phenomena existing only in the human mind. 
What creates this problem, asserts Dewey, is “the great intellectualistic fallacy”: 
the unwarranted assumption that the real is to be identifi ed exclusively with the 
known (LW 4:175, 1:26–9). He rejects this assumption and the idea that scientifi c 
knowledge alone provides access to reality.

A sound empirical philosophy, argues Dewey, will recognize that the imme-
diately perceived qualities of things apprehended by the senses and by feeling 
disclose real qualities of natural objects. Some immediately felt qualities of persons 
and other things are experienced as of positive value and they are what make life 
enjoyable, worthwhile and meaningful. Scientifi c knowledge is concerned with the 
causal connections among things and is properly understood as instrumental in 
its function. It enables society to gain control of natural processes and to develop 
the means for making the immediate qualities of things that are enjoyed in direct 
experience more secure in existence. As a pragmatist Dewey developed a form of 
situation ethics in which the experimental method can also be used to distinguish 
between what appears to be good and what is truly good by exploring the conse-
quences of various choices and actions. He regards moral values as relative to 
specifi c situations, but he believed that in concrete situations it is possible to make 
objective moral value judgements.

Even though nature is not governed by an eternal ideal and fi nal causes, there 
is continuity between the ideal and the real and “nature is idealizable”, explains 
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Dewey. True ideals are real possibilities resident in nature. Ideals are formed by 
the human mind. Th ey have their origin in the experience of what people fi nd of 
positive value in persons, things and events. Natural possibilities become ideals 
when they are chosen and projected by the human imagination as desirable objec-
tives: ends- in- view. In an open, pluralistic universe intelligent choice and social 
action can make a diff erence in the course of events.

As a naturalist and pragmatist with a faith in democracy, Dewey focused his 
eff orts on an “idealism of action” that is concerned with methods and strategies 
for unifying the ideal and the real in the realm of practical aff airs. When imagi-
native vision and creative intelligence succeed in unifying the ideal and the real, 
the result is an experience that is a consummation, a fulfi lment complete in itself, 
an end- in- itself. Th e work of unifying the ideal and the real is art, asserts Dewey, 
and an experience acquires aesthetic quality when it is valued for its immediate 
quality as an end- in- itself.

In the books and essays Dewey wrote as an empirical naturalist and democratic 
humanist, he oft en closely associates his moral and social faith in the democratic 
ideal with a faith in experience, intelligence, the experimental method and educa-
tion. He understood experience to involve the process of interaction between the 
human organism and its environment. When confronted with problematic situa-
tions, experience generates refl ection. Refl ective thinking is a method of experi-
ence by which enquiry into conditions and consequences is conducted. Th is 
process is perfected in the method of the experimental sciences. When experience 
becomes refl ective and experimental and is guided by thought, it also becomes 
educative. With these ideas in mind, Dewey writes in “Creative Democracy – the 
Task Before Us” (1939) that:

democracy is belief in the ability of human experience to generate the 
aims and methods by which further experience will grow in ordered 
richness. Every other form of moral and social faith rests upon the 
idea that experience must be subjected at some point or other to some 
form of external control; to some authority alleged to exist outside the 
process of experience. (LW 14:229–30)

Since the process of experience is capable of becoming educative, “faith in democ-
racy is all one with faith in experience and education” (ibid.).

Among the attitudes and values Dewey considers essential to the democratic 
spirit are hope, faith in the potentialities of human nature, independence of 
thought, wonder, open- mindedness, compassion, tolerance, appreciation of diver-
sity, a spirit of amicable cooperation, a commitment to non- violence in managing 
confl icts and respect for nature. He views a self- seeking individualism as anti-
thetical to the democratic ideal. A person with the democratic spirit is primarily 
concerned with being, not having. He emphasizes the importance of “intelligent 
sympathy” as an essential guide to the moral life, because it takes thought out 
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beyond the self, renders vivid the interests and aspirations of others, widens and 
deepens concern for consequences and humbles the pretensions of the self.

In Democracy and Education (1916) and other essays, Dewey asserts that “free 
and open communication … is the heart and strength of the American demo-
cratic way of living”, and it is his conviction that “shared experience is the greatest 
of human goods” (MW 8:443, 9:7; LW 1:157–9). Borrowing imagery from William 
Wordsworth’s “Elegiac Stanzas”, Dewey writes in Reconstruction in Philosophy 
(1920): “When the emotional force, the mystic force one might say, of communi-
cation, of the miracle of shared life and shared experience is spontaneously felt, 
the hardness and crudeness of contemporary life will be bathed in the light that 
never was on land or sea” (MW 12:201).

the religious quality of experience

Dewey did not clearly explain what he meant as an empirical naturalist by his 
use of the adjective ‘religious’ or by the term ‘faith’ until he published Th e Quest 
for Certainty (1929) and A Common Faith (1934). In Th e Quest for Certainty, he 
argues that a religion consistent with science, naturalism and democracy is a reli-
gion devoted to inspiring in people a sense of the ideal possibilities of the actual 
world, and he defi ned religious faith as “devotion to the ideal” (LW 4:244).

In A Common Faith, Dewey makes a clear distinction between religion and the 
religious quality of experience. He associates religion with the many and diverse 
institutional religions with their creeds and rituals. Dewey’s concept of the reli-
gious quality of experience involves a reconstruction of his neo- Hegelian theory of 
religious experience and religious will set forth in his Psychology, and it builds on 
the early distinction he made between the religious life and religion. It also refl ects 
the infl uence of William James’ empirical approach in his groundbreaking study, 
Th e Varieties of Religious Experience (1902). However, Dewey was not primarily 
concerned with the kind of extraordinary mystical experiences that interested 
James. Dewey’s objective is to identify and defi ne the uniquely religious values 
that can be realized in the everyday life of ordinary people.

Dewey argues that there is no necessary connection between what he means 
by the religious quality of experience and institutional religion. He emphasizes 
this point, because in his view the various religions are encumbered with beliefs 
and practices associated with earlier historical eras and as a consequence they 
prevent the kind of natural religious experience consistent with present intel-
lectual and social conditions from coming to consciousness and fi nding expres-
sion. Dewey also wants to separate completely his concept of the religious quality 
of experience from any connection with the supernatural, with which religion 
is widely associated. Th e religious quality of experience is not the product of a 
relationship with some distinctly religious object like a supernatural deity or the 
numinous.
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In explaining the nature of the religious quality of experience, Dewey as a 
pragmatist focuses on the consequences of various experiences rather than on 
their causes. He argues that many diff erent kinds of experience may have an eff ect 
(function or force) that is religious in nature, giving to experience a religious 
quality. An experience with a religious eff ect is one that generates “a better, deeper 
and enduring adjustment in life”, leading to a sense of security and inner peace. 
Dewey associates a deep enduring adjustment with a unifi cation of self and of self 
and world, and with a sense of the meaning and value of life that can sustain a 
person during times of loss and despair. In Art as Experience (1934), he writes of 
“a fulfi llment that reaches to the depths of our being – one that is an adjustment 
of our whole being with the conditions of existence” (LW 10:23). A Common Faith 
describes the realization of a deep enduring adjustment as an act of the will, but 
Dewey explains that “an adjustment possesses the will rather than is its express 
product”. It involves “a change of will conceived as the organic plenitude of our 
being” (LW 9:13–14).

Dewey provides a number of examples of diff erent types of experience that can 
spontaneously generate the quality of experience that he defi nes as religious. A 
unifi cation of self and a deep enduring adjustment with the world can be brought 
about by a moral faith in an inclusive vision of the ideal or by wholehearted devo-
tion to a social cause, a scientifi c research initiative, or a creative endeavour in the 
fi eld of the arts. He states: “many a person, inquirer, artist, philanthropist, citizen, 
men and women in the humble walks of life, have achieved, without presumption 
and without display … unifi cation of themselves and of their relations with the 
conditions of existence” (LW 9:19). Dewey also notes that sometimes a passage of 
poetry or the insight and vision generated by philosophical refl ection can have a 
religious eff ect.

Th e primary source of unifi cation of self and self and world in Dewey’s 
personal life experience was his moral faith in the democratic way of life, and he 
puts special emphasis on the role of faith in the emergence of the religious quality 
of experience. He defi nes faith as moral conviction rather than intellectual belief 
regarding matters of fact. A moral faith involves being possessed in the deeper 
centre of one’s being by an imaginative vision of ideal possibilities. Dewey explains 
that a moral faith that has a religious eff ect may be called a religious faith. A moral 
faith is most likely to have a religious force, and the power to precipitate a deep, 
enduring adjustment with the world, if it is a faith in an inclusive, unifi ed vision 
of the ideal that encompasses the interrelationship of the individual, society and 
the larger world of nature.

When religious faith is defi ned as a unifying moral faith, it eliminates the possi-
bility of a fundamental confl ict between science and faith. From Dewey’s perspec-
tive, a person with a religious faith is concerned only with discovering the ideal 
possibilities of existence and striving to realize them. Religious faith involves 
creation of a future, not propositions about the past. Scientifi c discoveries may 
cause people to refi ne their vision of ideal possibilities, but science presents no 
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basic challenge to the human capacity for wholehearted commitment to a liber-
ating vision of the ideal.

Refl ecting his sociological understanding of the origins of religion, Dewey also 
argues that the core of religious faith in all cultures with a well- developed moral 
consciousness has always been a moral faith in a unifi ed vision of shared ideals. 
Th e ethical values of a people have oft en been projected onto God or a super-
natural realm for safekeeping and sanction. However, a people’s values have their 
source in the natural relationships and social experience of the community. It 
is devotion to these shared ideals and values that is being expressed in religious 
faith. With these considerations in mind, Dewey writes:

Ours is the responsibility of conserving, transmitting, rectifying and 
expanding the heritage of values we have received that those who come 
aft er us may receive it more solid and secure, more widely accessible, 
and more generously shared than we have received it. Here are all the 
elements for a religious faith that shall not be confi ned to sect, class, 
or race. Such a faith has always been implicitly the common faith of 
mankind. It remains to make it explicit and militant. (LW 9:57–8)

natural piety, mystical intuition and god- language

Th roughout his career, Dewey sympathized with the poets of the Romantic move-
ment who rejected a mechanistic and materialistic view of the universe and the 
idea of a radical separation of human values and nature. As an evolutionary natu-
ralist, he emphasized the continuity of the ideal and the real and the interdepend-
ence of humanity and nature. In this regard, he advocated an attitude of natural 
piety, or piety towards nature, as an essential aspect of a religious faith that aspires 
to realize the ideal possibilities of nature. Dewey was introduced to the idea of 
natural piety by Wordsworth’s poetry, and his thinking on the subject shows the 
infl uence of the discussion of piety and spirituality in George Santayana’s Reason 
and Religion (1905).

Dewey defi nes natural piety as respect for nature growing out of the awareness 
that humanity and nature share “a common career and destiny” (MW 4:176). It 
includes “the sense of a connection of man, in the way of both dependence and 
support, with the enveloping world”, and it also entails “a chastened sense of our 
importance” in the larger scheme of things (LW 9:36, 1:313–14). Dewey tried to 
fi nd a middle way between a naive and sentimental idealization of nature and a 
pessimistic materialism. “Nature may not be worshipped as divine”, he argues, 
“but nature, including humanity, with all its defects and imperfections, may evoke 
heartfelt piety as the source of ideals, of possibilities, of aspirations in their behalf 
and as the eventual abode of all attained goods and excellences” (LW 4:244). 
Dewey’s sense of interdependence with and piety toward nature guards against 
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an arrogant anthropocentrism and led him to support eff orts to conserve natural 
resources and to protect the environment.

It was Dewey’s personal experience that the sense of natural piety and the reli-
gious quality of experience can be deepened by poetic intuitions and aesthetic 
experiences of a mystical nature. In Dewey’s process philosophy everything that 
exists is both a unique individual and interconnected with the surrounding world. 
Th e eff orts of human beings succeed only in so far as they are supported and 
sustained by the larger universe in and through an infi nite number of interre-
lations. Th e larger totality, which includes the continuous human community 
and the greater evolving world of nature, is present in every experience. Th ought 
cannot grasp this totality of natural events, but the larger whole may be imme-
diately experienced, that is, felt or emotionally intuited and appreciated. Dewey 
uses the adjective ‘mystical’ to describe such experiences. As explained in Art as 
Experience, for example, it is a mystical intuition that apprehends the qualitative 
unity that pervades a work of true art, and intense aesthetic experiences of this 
nature can awaken a sense of “belonging to the larger, all inclusive whole which is 
the universe” (LW 10:198–9). For this reason, intense aesthetic experiences may 
acquire a religious quality. Mystical intuitions contribute to the religious quality 
of experience because they generate feelings of being whole, of connection to the 
larger whole, and of harmony, cosmic trust, freedom and peace. Dewey states that 
it is this mystical sense of belonging to the larger inclusive whole that “reconciles 
us to the events of tragedy” (LW 10:198–9).

Aft er Dewey abandoned neo- Hegelian idealism, he ceased employing the 
idea of God as part of his own philosophical outlook in his published writings. 
However, his poetry, which he did not publish, and his personal correspond-
ence reveal that the word ‘God’ continued to hold a certain positive meaning for 
him and that he was exploring how it could be used within the framework of 
his humanistic naturalism. In A Common Faith he sets out his conclusions on 
the matter, adopting a position quite similar to that of Edward Scribner Ames, 
his former colleague in the philosophy department at the University of Chicago, 
whose naturalistic concept of God is presented in Religion (1929). Dewey’s inten-
tion in A Common Faith is to provide a defi nition of God that is consistent with 
philosophical naturalism and to explain how God- language may be employed by 
people who fi nd it helpful and would like to use it. Dewey views use of the word 
‘God’ as optional.

He identifi es God or the divine with the ideal. More specifi cally, he asserts 
that the term ‘God’ may be used to refer to the object of a religious faith, that is, 
a comprehensive, unifi ed vision of ideal possibilities. So defi ned, this does not 
reduce God to a mere wish fantasy. Authentic ideals take form in the human imag-
ination, but they are “made out of the hard stuff  of the world of physical and social 
experience,” and they shape character and guide action, becoming forces of change 
(LW 9:33–4). In addition, Dewey proposes that the idea of God or the divine may 
be expanded to encompass all the natural conditions, human capacities and social 



john dewey

51

forces that support and promote realization of the ideal. In this regard, he recon-
structs the neo- Hegelian concept of God as the unity of the ideal and the actual 
and declares that God may be conceived as “the active relation between the ideal 
and the actual” or the ongoing process of uniting the ideal and actual (LW 9:34–5). 
In defi ning God in this way, Dewey is careful to point out that God should not be 
thought of as a person, an existing being or an organically unifi ed process. Th e 
collection of conditions and processes that constitute the reality of the divine are 
unifi ed only in the human mind and through human eff ort.

Even though Dewey as a mature thinker rejected belief in immortality, the idea 
of God or the divine clearly retains for him a certain poetic and spiritual power. He 
believes that its use may help to sustain faith in the ideal, foster natural piety, and 
focus attention on those forces that make possible and contribute to the process of 
idealizing the world. He writes: “the function of such a working union of the ideal 
and actual seems to me to be identical with the force that has in fact been attached 
to the conception of God in all the religions that have a spiritual content; and a 
clear idea of that function seems to me urgently needed” (LW 9:35).

Th e publication of A Common Faith generated an extended public debate 
among philosophers and theologians that has continued over the years, engaging 
a variety of thinkers, including Reinhold Niebuhr, Charles Hartshorne and 
Richard Rorty. Dewey has been attacked by religious conservatives for promoting 
secularism and atheism and for failing to address adequately the problem of evil. 
Th ere are religious liberals as well as conservatives who fi nd his separation of the 
religious from religion problematical. He has been criticized by some pragma-
tists and naturalists for preserving a place for the religious dimension of experi-
ence and for using God- language within a naturalistic philosophical framework. 
However, Dewey’s philosophy of religious experience has been a source of inspi-
ration for the American tradition of empiricism and naturalism in religious 
thought and for many religious humanists. A dialogue involving neo- Confucian 
philosophers in China and American pragmatists in the tradition of Dewey is 
under way. Dewey’s philosophy of religious experience remains profoundly rele-
vant to the twenty- fi rst century. His democratic faith, vision of spiritual democ-
racy, sense of belonging to the universe and call for a common moral faith are 
of enduring signifi cance as the world struggles to build a just, sustainable and 
peaceful global society in the midst of great cultural diversity on a small planet 
with a fragile eco- system.
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5
alfred north whitehead 
and charles hartshorne

Lewis S. Ford

Alfred North Whitehead (1861–1947) was an English mathematician and philoso-
pher. He graduated from Trinity College, Cambridge, in 1884, and was a lecturer 
in mathematics there until 1911. At the University of London he was a lecturer 
in applied mathematics and mechanics (1911–14) and professor of mathematics 
(1914–24). From 1924 onwards, he was Professor of Philosophy at Harvard. 
Whitehead’s distinction rests on his contributions to mathematics and logic, the 
philosophy of science and the study of metaphysics. In the fi eld of mathematics, 
Whitehead extended the range of algebraic procedures and, in collaboration with 
Bertrand Russell, wrote Principia Mathematica (3 vols, 1910–13), a landmark in 
the study of logic. His enquiries into the structure of science provided the back-
ground for his metaphysical writings. He criticized traditional categories of phil-
osophy for their failure to convey the essential interrelation of matter, space and 
time. For this reason he invented a special vocabulary to communicate his concept 
of reality, which he called the philosophy of organism. He formulated a system of 
ultimate and universal ideas and justifi ed them by their fruitful interpretation of 
observable experience. His philosophic construction as applied to religion off ered 
a concept of God as interdependent with the world and developing with it; he 
rejected the notion of a perfect and omnipotent God. In 1945 he received the 
Order of Merit.

Charles Hartshorne (1897–2000) was born in Kittanning, Pennsylvania. He 
entered Haverford College in 1915, but completed his college work at Harvard 
and took his PhD in philosophy there. Awarded a Sheldon Fellowship, Hartshorne 
studied for two years in Europe, mostly in Germany. On returning to Harvard, 
he became an assistant to Alfred North Whitehead, whose thought was highly 
congenial to the vision he had been shaping on his own. In 1928 Hartshorne went 
to the University of Chicago, where he taught until 1955. He later taught at Emory 
University, and then at the University of Texas until 1978. Despite his personally 
irenic spirit, much of his work was polemical. Against classical theism he insisted 
that its views were neither coherent nor religiously satisfactory. He taught that 
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the idea of divine perfection embodied in the tradition affi  rmed only one side of 
what is truly involved in perfection, that is, the element of immutability and abso-
luteness. But true perfection includes perfect relatedness and thus change. What 
remains changeless is God’s perfect responsiveness to all that is changing.

Hartshorne taught that God creates the conditions that provide the optimum 
balance of order and freedom. Within the limits set by God, creatures deter-
mine the details of what happens. Much that occurs takes place by the chance 
interactions of diverse decision- making creatures. Th is, too, expresses the divine 
perfection. Hartshorne also argued against the widespread loss of confi dence in 
reason, against the abandonment of metaphysics and against fi deism. He showed 
that traditional arguments for the existence of God could be formulated cogently 
when the idea of God for which they argued was a coherent one. He also main-
tained from his youth an interest in birds, and on his extensive travels he recorded 
numerous birdsongs. He taught that birds have a subjective life and are motivated 
by the enjoyment of singing.

process philosophy

‘Process philosophy’ takes its name from Whitehead’s major work, Process and 
Reality (1929). Th is book could be more aptly characterized as ‘Becoming and 
Being’, or even as ‘Concrescence and the Concrete’. ‘Concrescence’ is Whitehead’s 
term for the process of growing together (con + crescere) which produces concrete 
being. Process theology arises out of the application of the basic categories of 
process philosophy to the nature of divine perfection. In particular, the nature of 
divine knowing and divine power are reconceived.

Th e issue posed by omniscience concerns future contingents, the properties of 
actualizations to take place in the future. Th is excludes whatever necessities, either 
metaphysical or causal, which must be exemplifi ed in future actualizations, for 
they can be known, especially by a divine knower, beforehand. Classical omnis-
cience affi  rms the knowledge of future contingents; process omniscience denies it. 
Th e reason classical omniscience affi  rms it has little to do with the special nature 
of divine knowing, but with divine perfection as classically understood. For on 
the classical view, God must be immutable, and the only way to have immutable 
knowledge is to know everything beforehand. In process theism, God’s know-
ledge can be mutable. God’s knowing is perfectly contoured to the character of 
what is known. Th is is not a self- contradictory limitation on omniscience, for God 
knows all there is to be known and there are no future contingents to be known. 
Actualities come into being through a process of self- determination, and are not 
fully determined until then. Contingent features fi rst arise and have no knowable 
determinate status beforehand, except as possibilities.

Th e contrast between these views of omniscience is a contrast between perfect 
knowability (process) and the knowledge a perfect being could have (classical). 
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Perfect knowability knows what is to be known according to its mode. It knows the 
actual as actual and the possible as possible. For classical omniscience a divinely 
perfect and immutable being can only know immutably. Since nothing new can 
come to be part of divine knowledge, God must be conceived as already, that is, 
non- temporally knowing all future contingents, even those in the distant future. 
How this is to be reconciled with the nature of future actualization, or with what-
ever freedom exists in the universe, is a secondary consideration as long as divine 
immutability in being and in knowledge is preserved.

Process omniscience requires that God’s experience grows over time. Only as 
actualizations come to be are they knowable, and they contribute to the divine 
experience. Classical omniscience is challenged because of its immutabilist 
assumption, primarily inherited from Greek philosophy. Th e perfect could only 
change for the worse. Change meant corruption or instability. In process thought, 
however, there could be change for the better in the way in which contingents 
contribute to the enrichment of divine knowing.

Process omniscience safeguards the freedom of actualities, for God’s knowledge 
is dependent on the creatures and not the other way around. Th is is the general 
way knowing is understood. It is only in order to safeguard divine immutability 
that classical omniscience resorts to a reversal in God’s case, such that God knows 
by creating that which God knows.

Th is would require omnipotence, understood in the sense that God can deter-
mine whatever God wills. Literally speaking, omnipotence means that God has all 
power. If so, we have none. Classical theists protest that ‘omnipotence’ does not 
have this meaning in practice. Free- will theism provides a useful way around this 
problem. God exercised full omnipotence in the creation of the world, particu-
larly in its creation ex nihilo, but now limits this power to permit human freedom. 
At the end of this age God may resume full omnipotence to insure the complete 
eradication of evil. Th us omnipotence means complete power except in so far as it 
is restricted by human power.

Process thought rejects omnipotence, whether in its pure or qualifi ed forms. 
Th e key issue is the nature of divinely perfect power, which it sees as divine persua-
sion. Freedom is not merely a feature of human beings, but exists to a degree in 
all actualities. Creaturely freedom is actualized in response to divine guidance. 
Omnipotence is usually rejected as ‘coercive’, but it would be more accurate to 
describe it as ‘determinative’. It is a question of whether things come about through 
the direct determinative power of God, or by means of God and creatures acting 
in concert.

Process and free- will theism both affi  rm human freedom. Process theism, in 
some quarters, conceives of God as originating the metaphysical principles that 
both God and the universe exemplify. More oft en, these principles are taken to be 
completely natural and uncreated. In any case, if God is thereby limited, it is only 
in terms of what is perfectly general and necessary. Free- will self- limitation, on the 
other hand, is contingent. Th ese limitations are temporal, applying to one period 
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of time and not another. At some times divine power was absolute (as before the 
beginning of the world); at other times it was limited (by the presence of human 
freedom). Necessary principles, however, apply unrestrictedly to all periods of 
time. A temporal limitation is such that while it is imposed at one time, it could 
be withdrawn at another. Th is could apply to freedom. Freedom may not be such 
an absolute value that it need be maintained unrestrictedly. If God acts determi-
nately, God could and should restrict the power of tyrants in order to allow the 
power of others to fl ourish.

whitehead’s process theism1

Whitehead was not always a process theist. In fact, for much of his mature life, 
during the years 1898–1925, he was basically atheistic. He was raised a devout 
Anglican, and at one point was nearly converted to Catholicism. But he drift ed 
away from these moorings. When his eldest son was born, he became concerned 
about his religious upbringing, and resolved to make an informal study of 
theology. Th e young mathematics instructor at Cambridge persisted in this under-
taking for some fi ve years, but found no adequate concept of God. His particular 
objection concerned creation. It appeared that the only way God could create the 
world would be in terms of unrestricted divine power. Yet omnipotence undercuts 
human freedom.

Whitehead was also very much impressed with the sceptical conclusions in 
David Hume’s Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion, which is in its own way a 
study of creation. Bracketing all biblical and traditional notions of God, Hume 
defi nes God as whatever brings this world into existence, and explores all ways in 
which creation could occur (see Vol. 3, Ch. 19)

Whitehead’s atheism was not a rejection of all religious concerns, and these 
concerns intensifi ed during the First World War. Nevertheless he did not fi nd 
a suitable concept for God until he worked out his own metaphysics. Th is 
process metaphysics replaced enduring things with events. Yet events, as initially 
conceived, had no fi rm boundaries. Nor could the countervailing factors, the 
(eternal) objects, be more than possible forms. Events and objects, suffi  cient for 
most purposes, could not account for the concrete determinateness of actuality. 
So in Science and the Modern World (1925) Whitehead introduced the notion of 
a ‘principle of concretion’, or as it is usually known, the ‘principle of limitation’. It 
specifi es that condition or set of conditions whereby some events are concretely 
actual. Th ese conditions are not spelled out, but we may suppose them to be the 

 1. Th is sketch draws heavily on Ford (2006a), which is based on a number of specialized 
studies cited in that monograph.
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all- pervasive metaphysical principles and activity making actuality in general 
possible. Since all actuality is limited, it constitutes a ‘principle of limitation’.

Th is principle is conceived as God, for it is that cosmic ground that ensures 
actuality. But God is not conceived of as an omnipotent actuality creating the 
world. “God is not concrete [i.e. a concrete actuality] but He is the ground for 
concrete actuality” (Whitehead 1925: 178). God is not a power competing with 
other powers, but that which makes power possible. It is not even clear whether 
this God is a being, or what God’s relation to the eternal forms should be. 
Positively, Whitehead’s God functions as creator in the sense that, apart from its 
activity, actualities could not be what they are. Negatively, God thus understood 
does not entail any conception of omnipotence.

From the claim that ‘God is not concrete’ it might seem that God is not actual. 
Th is is one way of understanding Paul Tillich’s claim that God is not a being but 
the ground of being (Tillich 1951: 235). Th is may also have been Whitehead’s orig-
inal understanding but, if it was, it was revised in his next book, which proposes 
three formative elements for each actual occasion: creativity, the realm of eternal 
objects (here called ideal entities, or forms) and a non- temporal actual entity, 
God (Whitehead 1926: 90). In place of the one ground of concreteness now three 
factors are discerned. Each factor is necessary for the existence of every actuality. 
Without form there would be no pattern, no structure, and without creativity 
there could be no eventful activity.

Still, God could remain that which is not concrete, if concreteness were inter-
preted as necessarily fi nite. In that case God as a non- temporal actual entity could 
be considered an infi nite actuality. Th is aspect becomes more evident when God is 
later conceived by Whitehead as the recipient of the infi nitude of forms (or eternal 
objects). Th at God is considered to be non- temporal, in fact the non- temporal 
actuality, should not be dismissed as some sort of traditional vestige. Although 
Whitehead was to become a temporal theist, at this stage (and later, even in most of 
the composition of Process and Reality) he was a principled non- temporalist with 
respect to God. Non- temporality was the primary, necessary diff erence between 
the primordial actual entity and the temporal actual occasions. At the same time, 
however, he rejected the notion of a supreme being having a non- temporal subjec-
tivity. He was convinced that subjectivity was necessarily temporal. It could not 
be ascribed to a non- temporal actuality although, as we shall see, he made accom-
modations to his readership.

Non- temporality was central to Whitehead’s classifi cation of the formative 
elements. While the ground of concrete actuality might be thought of dynami-
cally as the underlying substantial activity, creativity is completely temporal and 
was not to be identifi ed with God. Both creativity and the forms are non- actual 
as well as non- temporal, while God is non- temporal, so all three diff er from the 
actual occasions they constitute, which are both temporal and actual.

A possible fusion might occur between the forms and God, both of which are 
non- temporal. Formally they are distinguished in that forms are non- actual and 
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God is actual. Yet if God is constituted by the set of necessary conditions deter-
mining what is actual, that is, the metaphysical principles governing all that is, 
then God would be a highly complex eternal object, a subset within the realm of 
forms. If so, it would be a purely immanent formative element, lacking the tran-
scendence we associate with God.

Th is was not Whitehead’s intention, I suspect, because his original thinking 
about creativity and God responded to diff erent issues. He devised the forms or 
eternal objects by refl ection on sense- objects, which were not extremely brief 
enduring objects, as he previously held, but should be conceived as timeless. Th is 
meant that the same object could illustrate diff erent events simultaneously. Th e 
ground of concreteness, the principle of limitation, was postulated by Whitehead 
as a result of his realization that actual occasions could not be fully explained 
in terms of the activity of creativity (creative activity) and eternal objects, and 
needed some additional principle to make them actual. Th is is motivated by a 
sense that formal explanation is not enough, but if it is, and especially if God is 
considered to be as non- temporal as the eternal objects are, then it becomes diffi  -
cult to justify God’s transcendence. Th at justifi cation could be later affi  rmed once 
God is conceived as temporal, but this was not yet anticipated.

Some scholars have discerned divine temporality in chapter four of Religion 
in the Making, but I suspect this may require reading later sensibilities into an 
earlier context. In any case it makes perfect sense to read these passages in terms 
of strict non- temporality. On the other hand, the fourth chapter does suggest 
God’s personal subjectivity, even though chapter three, implicitly at least, argues 
that God cannot be both non- temporal and personal. I understand chapter four to 
explore the implications of Whitehead’s metaphysical outlook were we to assume 
that God should be personal. Nowhere is that assumption justifi ed. Th is is a huge 
gap at the very outset of the argument, which is passed over in silence. I believe 
that Whitehead at that time held that, although God could not be both non-
 temporal and personal, his principles were such as to also be benefi cial in clari-
fying the thinking of those committed to a personal God.

His next book, his magnum opus, Process and Reality, introduces and elab-
orates the basic tenets of process theism. Yet, except for the all- important fi nal 
chapter and some insertions, most of the book still assumes that God is resolutely 
and purely non- temporal.2 Th is non- temporal actual entity constitutive of most 
necessary and general features of actual occasions remains in the background. Th e 
foreground is taken up with the details of how an actual occasion could come into 
being. In the end, however, this detailed work has an impact on the background, 
ushering in process theism.

 2. Th ere are thirteen passages in the body of the text introducing a contrast between two 
natures of God, as primordial and as consequent (temporal), which I interpret to be later 
insertions based on the fi nal chapter.
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Th is development is fascinating, for we get a glimpse of a creative mind at 
work. Process and Reality is an untidy book; it is not rigidly consistent. Whitehead 
was not afraid to change his mind when he discovered a better idea. Unlike other 
authors, he left  a trail of discarded ideas behind. Most authors reject earlier draft s 
or seek to harmonize discordant passages. Th at makes for a straightforward 
consistent presentation, but then we cannot tell whether the author had it all from 
the beginning or made it up as he went along. In Whitehead’s case, however, it is 
possible to chart his creative growth (Ford 2006a).

In his process perspective events replace substances. But the notion of an event 
is too abstract to diff erentiate between possible and actual events. A possible event 
subdivided was still a possible event. Events could have the concrete determinate-
ness of actuality only if they could not be subdivided into events that were equally 
actual. Actual events (termed ‘occasions’) were indivisible in this sense. Motion 
and change were understood as the diff erence between successive occasions, and 
not within an occasion. Yet each occasion was the embodiment of dynamic crea-
tivity. While it could not change, it could become. Th us every occasion has two 
sides. It is a being in the way it manifests itself to the world, the way we encounter 
it. But it is also an internal process of becoming, the way in which it comes to be 
what it is. (Th is may seem to stray far afi eld from issues of process theism, but it 
bears within it the seeds of a novel theory of creation.)

Th e contrast between being and becoming could also be understood as the 
contrast between object and subject. As objective being, the occasion causally 
infl uences its successors. As subjective becoming, the occasion determines what 
objective being it will have. Subject and object are not two diff erent kinds of being, 
but aspects of the same actuality. Th ey contrast as the past and the present aspects 
of a temporal event.

Whitehead devoted part three of Process and Reality to an analysis of the process 
of becoming, which he called ‘concrescence’. Concrescence, as already noted, is the 
growing together (concrescere) of many relations (called ‘prehensions’) into one 
concrete whole. Th e necessary rules governing the process of concrescence (the 
categorial conditions) resemble Kant’s categories in function, if not in content. In 
both cases they were the subjective means of synthesis. Still, all these factors were 
insuffi  cient to produce an irreducibly concrete particular actuality.

Whitehead had introduced decision as the mark of actuality. Decision as self-
 determination is the particular contribution of the occasion to its own actu-
alization. It introduces a telic factor into the process, to be realized in the fi nal 
result. On further refl ection Whitehead recognized that the telic factor needed 
to be present throughout the whole of a concrescence. It was needed to guide 
the particular way initial prehensions (the causal relations) had to be perspec-
tivally accepted, and to guide the way all these prehensions should be unifi ed in 
the fi nal determination. Since it was that which ordered the prehensions, it could 
not be one of them. Th is telic factor is called a ‘subjective aim’, for it is what the 
concrescing occasion (the subject) aims at. Th e subject’s decision is guided by the 
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aim, while at the same time the subject is capable of modifying the aim. Th erein 
lies its freedom.

Since every (physical) prehension3 is conditioned by its aim, it cannot be 
derived from any of these prehensions without circularity. Moreover, since each 
prehension needs its aim, the aim must be present at the very outset in order to 
aff ect all the prehensions. If it cannot come from the past nor wholly from itself, 
Whitehead proposes that the subjective aim must come from God.

Th e divine nature must be radically reconceived in order for God to be the 
source of subjective aims. Originally, as the principle of concretion God consti-
tuted each actuality in terms of the necessary metaphysical principles. Later God 
was conceived as ordering all concepts. Perhaps these included particular concepts 
and possibilities, although this was left  largely open. Now, however, the source of 
all subjective aims must not only encompass all particular possibilities, but all the 
possible situations in which these aims could be actualized. Should it also include 
might- have- beens, that is, unactualized possibilities or even compound might-
 have- beens, unactualizable ‘possibilities’ that could have been actualizable only if 
prior unactualized possibilities were to be somehow actualized? Th e compounding 
can go on indefi nitely. One such compound, for instance, would be the suicide of 
the third son of the non-existent Archbishop of Raleigh. Th is is indeed a tremen-
dous expansion of the possibilities to be entertained by the non- temporal mind.

Th e requirement that the divine mind provide the particular, contingent aims 
for every occasion naturally raises the question as to how this could be done. A 
purely non- temporal being is not so geared to space and time that it can deter-
mine how a particular possibility and a particular temporal occasion should be 
correlated, while the occasion cannot select it for itself out of the vast array of 
possibilities. Moreover, it must fi rst have the aim to guide it in making any selec-
tion. Th ese concerns may have led Whitehead to postulate the second divine 
nature. He termed this the ‘consequent nature’, conceived of as an everlasting 
divine concrescence.

Previously, when God was conceived as only non- temporal, God was consid-
ered to have only conceptual prehensions, that is, only concepts of eternal objects 
(forms). Now, as consequent, God also has physical prehensions of the fi nite actu-
alities of the world. Th is is the basis of process theism, for the temporal actualities 
could only be experienced temporally, given the way prehension works.

Like any other prehension, the prehending is dependent on its datum (object) 
rather than on the prehender. Since we constitute data for God, we can genuinely 
contribute to the life of God forever. If we prescind from the future, process and 
immutabilist omniscience incorporate the same content. Th ey diff er with respect 
to the order of dependence. Process knowing is dependent on the world, whereas 

 3. Th ere are several kinds of prehension. A physical prehension is a causal relation between 
fi nite actual occasions. It is to be contrasted with a hybrid prehension, which relates to an 
actual entity in terms of some eternal object (form).
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immutabilist knowing depends on God alone. On immutabilist assumptions we 
can contribute nothing that God does not already know.

On the other hand, Whitehead did not make explicit any way in which the divine 
experiencing of the world could aff ect the specifi cation of aims. Yet it seems easy to 
show how this could be achieved. As God experiences the array of past actualities 
which contribute to any nascent occasions, God could correlate that array by means 
of the one possibility best suited to unify them in actuality. Th en there would be no 
need to entertain irrelevant possibilities, let alone might- have- beens or compound 
might- have- beens, considerably reducing the domain of possibilities. Only those 
immediately relevant to the occasion’s situation need be entertained. Since the aim 
is selected for the occasion, the occasion does no initial selecting.

Th is is such a natural use for the consequent nature that it is astonishing that 
Whitehead does not avail himself of it. I suspect it lay in his inability to fi nd a way, 
given his principles, that this could be possible. Acts of becoming (concrescences) 
were purely private. Only beings could be causally infl uential. A process that is 
only now coming into being, such as the consequent nature, did not have the 
objective status required. How could a purely private divine concrescence infl u-
ence the determination of other actualities? As long as this problem remained 
unresolved, Whitehead was not prepared to move forward (Ford 2003).

While it appears to be diffi  cult, if not impossible, to resolve this problem using 
Whitehead’s principles alone, there are several ways of modifying them to account 
for the causal infl uence of the consequent nature. Charles Hartshorne (1941) 
has proposed the most infl uential suggestion. Since individual occasions caus-
ally interact while concrescences cannot, he suggests that Whitehead’s everlasting 
divine concrescence be transformed into an endless series of fi nite divine occa-
sions. Th is resolves most problems, although it is open to a rather abstruse objec-
tion. Each divine occasion, presumably very brief (as actual occasions are), must 
fi ll the entire universe. Such an occasion defi nes a privileged cosmic simultaneity, 
which some have thought problematic in the light of relativity physics.

Th is ‘societal’ view reduces the everlasting becoming to a series of beings. A 
contrasting view preserves the endless divine concrescence and seeks to under-
stand the divine–fi nite connection solely in terms of becoming. It sees fi nite occa-
sions as localized extensions of the everlasting concrescence. Instead of there 
being two things, the divine aim for the occasion and its own initial subjective 
aim, to be related with one another,4 there is only the one aim (and one local-
ized creativity), which then takes divergent courses. On the divine side, the aim is 
absorbed into the totality of its life. On the other side, the aim becomes the basis 
for fi nite determination. Th e occasion’s decision is the way it separates itself from 
God to become a fi nite being. Th e one extension, having one aim originally, grows 
into two actualities each having its own aim (Ford 2006b).

 4. Technically, by a hybrid physical prehension.
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However divine aims are communicated, whether in terms of a series of occa-
sions, or by some process of budding, or directly from the non- temporal nature, 
the important point (as Whitehead himself put it) is that God provides each occa-
sion with the particular aim or impetus for its actualization. Th is is the basis for 
the claim that the process God acts persuasively. Such a God is not an omnipo-
tent unilateral creator, for no actuality is brought into being solely through God’s 
action. Rather, God persuades the creature to create itself.

In polemical contexts some process theists contrast divine persuasion with the 
coercion of traditional doctrines of creation. But this contrast is ill- conceived. 
Coercion should mean an activity going counter to the will of the individual. 
Persuasion is activity consonant with, or being made consonant with, the under-
lying subjective aim (its will). Th e provision of initial subjective aims is persuasive, 
but that need not mean that the typical activity of the traditional God is coercive. 
Th e traditional God creates by bringing beings into being, which is antecedent to 
any issue of will.

Along with divine temporalization, the provision of subjective aims is the 
particular contribution of Whitehead’s theism. It in turn rests on a solid basis of 
inferences. Th e aim is required to complete the nature of the concrescence as its 
process of actualization. Th is act of becoming is needed to express the dynamism 
of the occasion as an instance of creativity. Because of the indivisibility of the 
occasion, this dynamism could not be expressed in terms of change but only in 
terms of becoming. Th e occasion had to be indivisible to be actual. Whitehead’s 
speculative adventuring generated these ideas, usually in unanticipated ways.

In the process of systematizing his thought, Whitehead postulated two ulti-
mates, creativity, which many distinguish as the metaphysical ultimate, and God, 
the religious ultimate. Creativity is as ubiquitous and fundamental as being or 
substance in other philosophies. It is the activity by which every actuality comes 
into being. A particular advantage of two ultimates is that God is not thought 
to monopolize the creative act. Creativity is shared by God and creatures. John 
B. Cobb, Jr, has very eff ectively used this theory of two ultimates to understand 
the plurality of religions. Western monotheist religions (Judaism, Christianity 
and Islam) cluster about the divine pole, while the Eastern religions articulate 
aspects of creativity (Griffi  n 2005). Whitehead was one of the fi rst to employ the 
word ‘creativity’ (in 1926), although his meaning diverges somewhat from the 
common usage today, where creativity primarily signifi es artistic achievement. 
Th e term may well come from ‘creative activity’, that is, the activity within each 
occasion whereby it becomes a being. It is both an interior activity and something 
generalized to all beings, whereas the common meaning today primarily refers 
only to very highly subjective endeavours. Whitehead may have coined crea-
tivity as a substitute for divine creation. At any rate, in so far as God was origi-
nally understood as purely non- temporal, creativity and God were thought to be 
utterly diff erent: one was transcendent and non- temporal, the other immanent 
and temporal.



alfred north whitehead and charles hartshorne

63

Although Whitehead never made this move, it is possible to integrate these two 
ultimates once God is conceived as an everlasting concrescence. Since creativity 
infuses all presently concrescing occasions, God can be considered as the source 
and power behind that creativity. In that sense God is transcendent creativity 
empowering the creature to exercise its own creative activity. It is important to 
recognize that this is not a species of effi  cient causation, the way occasions prehend 
their past. Past occasions are wholly determinate. Th ey are drained of all creative 
activity. Th e activity of relating that is prehension lies in the present occasion, 
not in the past one. Th e occasion cannot prehend creativity since it fi rst requires 
creativity in order to prehend anything. Besides, it can only prehend determinate 
being while creativity is sheer indeterminate becoming. Th e past comes to the 
occasion from without, while creativity wells up from within. Although within the 
occasion, it is not by the occasion, as if it could author its own creativity.5

Both creativity and initial aim are preconditions of the occasion’s becoming. If 
God as transcendent creativity provides initial aims, these two can be integrated. 
Th e aim concentrates creativity for this particular occasion, while the creativity 
thus focused provides the power to achieve the aim as modifi ed by the occasion. 
Most importantly, creative power is not monopolized by one sole creator. It is 
shared with creatures as the ontological basis of their freedom. Th e creative act is 
not simply God’s, but it is completed by the occasion’s actualization of itself.

Th is is a theory of creation, but is rarely called such, and not by Whitehead. 
Th e ‘self- creation’ of occasions is sometimes mentioned, but the notion of ‘divine 
creation’ appears only in polemical contexts. Whitehead was opposed to the tradi-
tional doctrine of creation ex nihilo, which is more the result of a conception of 
unilateral omnipotence than a derivation from biblical thought. Without using the 
term ‘creation’, Whitehead worked out a new interpretation of creation. Instead of 
being transcendent, non- temporal, purely divine, his theory was mainly imma-
nent and temporal, involving both God and fi nite occasions. Concrescence charts 
how actualities come into being, which is how they are created. God’s guidance in 
the form of initial aims contributes to this creative process.

Creation has confl icted with evolution principally because God was considered 
to be omnipotent. A perfect being creating unilaterally should be able to produce 
perfect creatures directly, without lengthy intermediate stages. Evolution means 
to explain this process by random mutation (a form of chance) and natural selec-
tion, the perpetuation of those species favourably adapted to their environment. 
Process thought has no quarrel with natural selection, but it replaces, or at least 

 5. In Ford (2000) I propose that we call this transcendent creativity the future activity of God. 
Th is is apt to be misinterpreted, for I emphatically do not mean the ordinary, quite passive, 
future of beings. It is the activity of a cosmic future, whose activity is bequeathed to the 
many present occasions. At any rate, this transcendent creativity is neither past nor present 
in the sense that actual occasions are present, and it is not non- temporal.
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supplements, chance by God’s provision of initial aims. Th is gives at least partial 
directionality to the process.

Process thought quite naturally tends towards considering the universe as 
having no beginning. Every occasion is the synthesis of many past actualities. Th ey 
in turn were syntheses of their past, ad infi nitum. To be sure, when Whitehead 
wrote he could easily assume that the universe was without beginning. Now we 
must take seriously the big bang: the claim that thirteen billion years or so ago our 
universe began in a gigantic explosion, before which there was nothing. Griffi  n 
notes that in earlier stages the universe could have occasions, but not yet any 
enduring things that science could detect (Griffi  n 2001: 217). Th is is creation out 
of chaos, not strictly the nothing that traditional theists insist on.

hartshorne’s process theism

Process theism can be fruitfully considered as the joint product of Whitehead 
and Hartshorne. Hartshorne’s writings are more accessible, as they are largely free 
of neologisms and have none of the compositional convolutions of Whitehead’s. 
Since Hartshorne is the younger of the two, he is oft en regarded as Whitehead’s 
disciple. Th is is not quite accurate. Hartshorne’s doctoral thesis of 1923 contains 
most of the themes he would champion in his life, but he had not really encoun-
tered Whitehead until he became his assistant in 1925. Hartshorne has described 
his early philosophy as a synthesis of Josiah Royce (see Vol. 4, Ch. 19) and William 
James, with an assist from William Ernest Hocking. Nevertheless, most of his 
characteristic theses were already present in the dissertation, but present in an 
inverted order. Later he will describe the problem of order in terms of whether 
the more inclusive category is eternity or time. Th e dissertation treats eternity as 
the most inclusive category, under the infl uence of the reigning absolute idealism. 
Th ere Hartshorne strives to incorporate as much temporal dynamism (James) as 
possible, but the end result is confusing on this point. Aft er his encounter with 
Whitehead, time was reconceived to include ‘eternity’.

Whitehead’s doctrine of God’s two natures revolutionized Hartshorne’s phil-
osophy. Th e non- temporal nature was incorporated within a concrete temporal 
nature. If the temporal incorporates the eternal, then Hartshorne’s categories 
could be eff ectively ordered. All else is justifi cation and amplifi cation. Unlike 
Whitehead’s, Hartshorne’s philosophy did not undergo signifi cant change over 
the decades.

Th is revision, bringing the absolute within the relative, brought the two thinkers 
close together. Hartshorne found in Whitehead’s conceptuality a convenient way 
of expressing his own ideas, and he became a strong proponent of Whitehead’s 
process philosophy (Hartshorne 1972). Th is is not to say that he found all of 
Whitehead’s ideas acceptable. He was always critical of ‘eternal objects’, which like 
Plato’s forms are entirely independent of any temporal instantiation. On this point 
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Hartshorne is more nominalist. Also he questions the doctrine of the phases of 
concrescence. Th ese phases are important to Whitehead as a way of spelling out in 
detail just how there could be any act of becoming. While the idea of becoming or 
concrescence is central to process philosophy, it is not dependent on any particular 
account of this act of becoming.

Hartshorne made an early modifi cation in Whitehead’s account of God’s 
temporal nature that has won widespread acceptance. Whitehead had conceived 
of the temporal (consequent) nature as an everlasting, never- ending concrescence. 
Yet actualities aff ect one another only when determinate: only when they have 
become fi xed beings. As long as they are concrescing, they have not yet achieved 
that status. Th is is no problem for fi nite acts of becoming, which are all quite brief. 
But if God is ever- becoming, never achieving determinate being, God as conse-
quent can have no infl uence on the world.

As noted, Hartshorne substituted for the never- ending process an everlasting 
series (or society) of fi nite divine occasions. Th ese divine occasions are patterned 
aft er fi nite occasions: they are brief acts of becoming, which as determinate beings 
aff ect subsequent occasions. Th is transforms unending becoming into a punctu-
ated series of being, which shows how God as consequent could aff ect the world. 
Other modifi cations evading this diffi  culty have been proposed,6 but Hartshorne’s 
is the most dominant.

For a time, starting in 1953, he characterized his philosophy as panentheism, 
the doctrine that the world is included within God, although God is greater than 
the world. It was intended as a synthesis of theism and pantheism, being both 
transcendent and immanent, and using the metaphor of the world as God’s body. 
We may understand pantheism as the impersonal life of the cells of the body, while 
panentheism is the personal individual mind of that body. Hartshorne’s panen-
theism replaces traditional theism with its stress on the creator–creature contrast, 
which expresses the transcendence of God at the expense of divine immanence. 
For generations panentheism has been identifi ed with process philosophy, but 
lately there have been other versions by such thinkers as Jürgen Moltmann, Sallie 
T. McFague and Grace Janzen. Philip Janzen’s version allows for the possibility 
of creation ex nihilo, something Hartshorne clearly rejects (Clayton 1997: 89). 
Panentheism has certainly broadened its meaning.

Certain features of process philosophy are more evident in Hartshorne’s writ-
ings, such as process omniscience, which is developed more fully in Th e Divine 
Relativity (1948). Also, he has intensely explored the nature of the ontological 
argument and other arguments for the existence of God, something Whitehead 
hardly touched on.

 6. If there is a way in which a dominant concrescence can infl uence a subordinate concres-
cence, then the divine everlasting concrescence could aff ect actual occasions without 
interruption. I propose just such a way, applicable both to the enduring mind and its 
subordinates, and to God and the enduring mind, in Ford (2006b).
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Hartshorne’s interest in the ontological argument was given impetus by the 
discovery that there are two arguments implicit in Anselm’s Proslogion (see Vol. 
2, Ch. 6, “Anselm”), one existential and the other modal.7 While the existential 
argument is subject to Kant’s objection that existence is not a predicate, the modal 
argument concludes to a proper predicate. Necessary existence, that which exists 
under all conditions, contrasts with contingent existence, that which exists only 
under certain conditions. As a perfect being, the mode of God’s existence is neces-
sary, either necessary existence or necessary non- existence. Either God must exist 
under all conditions or God’s existence is impossible. Th is means that if God can 
possibly exist, God’s existence cannot be impossible, and so God must exist.

For contingent beings, possibility of existence is not enough, for further condi-
tions must be met before actualization can take place. Possibility of existence is far 
less demanding. Usually internal consistency is suffi  cient to establish possibility. 
In the case of necessary being, however, establishing possibility requires more 
stringent criteria. Hartshorne argues for a temporal interpretation of modality. 
Th is means that the possible always refers to the future growing out of some past 
actuality. It is not simply the logical possibility of internal consistency.

Th e possibility of divine existence can be shown by appealing to process 
metaphysics: to the nature of God’s necessary existence being somehow actual-
ized contingently in each successive divine occasion. Futurity has a real meaning 
absent from eternal views of God.

Hartshorne appeals to the other arguments for God’s existence, seeing each as 
strengthening the weaknesses of the others. While each may not be suffi  ciently 
convincing by itself, combined these arguments make a powerful case for the 
existence of God.
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6
bertrand russell

A. C. Grayling

Bertrand Russell (1872–1970) wrote much and repeatedly about religion, and 
an examination of what he had to say yields surprising results for anyone whose 
knowledge of his views stops at knowing only that he did not believe in the exist-
ence of a god or gods, and that he was a trenchant opponent of organized religion 
and a castigator of what he saw as its harmful eff ects on human individuals and 
society. All this is true; but what is even more interesting is that he was deeply 
concerned to fi nd an alternative to religion as a source of value and a motivator 
to action aimed at the good. He wrote: “I am constantly asked: What can you, 
with your cold rationalism, off er to the seeker aft er salvation that is comparable to 
the cosy home- like comfort of a fenced- in dogmatic creed?” (1952: 80); and the 
person who most oft en asked him this question was himself.

When, in that same passage, he continued, “To this the answer is many- sided” 
(ibid.), he was adverting to the fact that he had tried, and was then in the midst 
of trying, to fi nd what one might best call a humanistic alternative. Th is was not 
an expression he himself used, but it is the closest term in the current lexicon 
of debate that captures his intentions. Th e trajectory of his endeavour started 
with the high- minded sentiments and purple prose of his essay “A Free Man’s 
Worship” (written in 1902–3) and ended long before he described, in his intellec-
tual autobiography My Philosophical Development (1959), the conclusion he had 
reached: that although the desire for an overarching source of value is a powerful 
and motivating human yearning, it is not a response to anything external to 
itself.

Before examining these two aspects of Russell on religion – his sharply critical 
attacks on religion and religious beliefs, and his search for a humanistic alterna-
tive – one preliminary must be disposed of. Th is is Russell’s self- description as an 
‘agnostic’ rather than an atheist. His own defi nition of the terms shows what he 
meant. In the essay “What is an Agnostic?” he defi nes the term thus: “An agnostic 
is a man who thinks that it is impossible to know the truth in the matters such 
as God and a future life with which the Christian religion and other religions are 
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concerned. Or, if not for ever impossible, at any rate impossible at present” (1999: 
41). He then proceeds to defi ne ‘atheist’ thus:

Are agnostics atheists? No. An atheist, like a Christian, holds that we 
can know whether or not there is a God. Th e Christian holds that we 
can know there is a God, the atheist that we can know there is not. 
Th e agnostic suspends judgment, saying that there are not suffi  cient 
grounds either for affi  rmation or for denial. At the same time, an 
agnostic may hold that the existence of God, though not impossible, 
is very improbable; he may even hold it so improbable that it is not 
worth considering in practice. In that case, he is not far removed from 
atheism. His attitude may be that which a careful philosopher would 
have towards the gods of ancient Greece. If I were asked to prove that 
Zeus and Poseidon and Hera and the rest of the Olympians do not 
exist, I should be at a loss to fi nd conclusive arguments. An agnostic 
may think the Christian God as improbable as the Olympians; in that 
case, he is, for practical purposes, at one with the atheists. (1999: 41)

Th is latter, then, was what Russell meant by calling himself an agnostic: he was “at 
one with the atheists” but felt bound by logic to admit that he would be at a loss to 
fi nd arguments to disprove the existence of the Olympian deities. With this reser-
vation, his arguments in criticism of religion and religious beliefs could proceed 
as if coming from the most trenchant of atheists.

Russell’s position in this respect merits challenge. As a logician who in the 
decades aft er the publication of Principia Mathematica devoted so much eff ort 
to showing – in eff ect, and to use his own earlier terminology – how science, as 
knowledge by description, can be derived ultimately from knowledge by acquaint-
ance, he should have distinguished between proof in a formal deductive system 
(demonstrative proof) and proof in the empirical setting (scientifi c proof). Th e 
former consists in deriving a conclusion from premises by rules, and is literally 
an explication in the sense that all the information constituting the conclusion 
already exists in the premises, so a derivation is in fact a rearrangement. Th ere is 
no logical novelty in the conclusion, although oft en enough there is psychological 
novelty, in the sense that the conclusion can seem unobvious or even surprising if 
the information constituting it was highly dispersed among the premises.

Demonstrative proof is watertight and conclusive. It is a mechanical matter; 
computers do it best. Change the rules or axioms of a formal system, and you 
change the results. Such proof is only to be found in mathematics and logic.

Proof in all other spheres of reasoning, and paradigmatically in science, consists 
in adducing evidence of the kind and in the quantity that makes it irrational, 
absurd, irresponsible or even a mark of insanity to reject the conclusion thus 
being supported. Th e defi nitive illustration of what this means, not least for the 
use that theists would like to make of the myth that ‘you cannot prove a negative’, 
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is Carl Sagan’s dragon- in- the- garage story, where Sagan (1996: 161) poses the 
question: what’s the diff erence between an invisible, incorporeal, fl oating dragon 
who spits heatless fi re and no dragon at all? Someone, therefore, who on the basis 
of evidence and reasoning concludes that it is irrational, absurd, irresponsible or 
even lunatic to believe that there is such a thing as deity, might further ask whether 
it is nevertheless none of these things to believe that there might be such a thing 
as deity. Consider an analogy. Suppose someone thinks: ‘My belief that rain will 
wet me if I do not use an umbrella is (only?) inductively justifi ed; therefore I am 
entitled to believe that it is possible that rain might not wet me next time I do not 
use an umbrella when it rains.’ Is the belief that ‘rain might not wet me next time’ 
less irrational or absurd than the belief that rain does not wet at all? Obviously not. 
For this reason Russell’s use of ‘agnostic’ as functionally equivalent to ‘atheist’ but 
with the reservation of a quibble about proof is seen to turn on an assimilation of 
proof concerning matters of fact to proof of the demonstrative kind – and it is a 
quibble that does not, pace our man with the umbrella, hold water.

Pointing this out matters because misapprehensions about the nature of proof 
continue to support the apparent plausibility of agnosticism. But agnosticism, as 
the position that entertains the possibility that there might be or could be one or 
more supernatural agencies of some sort, is an irrational position, for precisely 
the same reason as holding that there might be or could be fairies or goblins or the 
Olympian deities or the Norse gods. For this reason, Russell on his own grounds 
ought to have recognized that he was entitled to declare himself an atheist, just as 
he was entitled by argument to announce that he was not a Christian. And indeed 
at times he did describe himself as an atheist, as when, in a wry remark in his 
autobiography where he talks about nearly having died from pneumonia in China 
in 1921, he writes: “I was told that the Chinese said that they would bury me by 
the Western Lake and build a shrine to my memory. I have some slight regret that 
this did not happen, as I might have become a god, which would have been very 
chic for an atheist” (1975: 364–5).

We can now turn to the two substantive matters involved in Russell’s thought 
about religion – namely, his objections to it, and his quest for an alternative – 
beginning with the fi rst.

Russell’s attack on religious belief took a variety of forms and was expressed in 
a variety of ways, oft en in the form of ridiculing the contradictions, absurdities 
and anthropocentric parochialisms of religions and their sacred texts, practices 
and ethics, and sometimes in the form of direct argumentation against the claims 
of either natural theology or revelation. He also argued from more general histor-
ical and sociological considerations about the eff ects of religion – and more gener-
ally ‘faith’ understood as including not just religion but Soviet Communism and 
the like – on society and human lives. He saw that religions and political tyran-
nies share in common a monolithic structure that demands subservience and 
loyalty on pain of punishment, proscribes independence of thought and action, 
hands down the dogma to be believed and lived by, and issues a one- size- fi ts- all 
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morality or way of life to which conformity must be absolute. Russell objected 
both intellectually and morally, and both on principle and in defence of human 
nature and possibility, to the harm done by this. Th e tenor of his attacks on reli-
gion are explainable accordingly.

Th e rhetorical technique of refutation by exposing absurdity is by no means 
an illegitimate one, consisting as it does in focusing attention on claims and their 
consequences as a way of inspecting their merits. To take just a couple of many 
examples. In his History of Western Philosophy Russell writes that, according to 
Th omas Aquinas,

the soul is not transmitted with the semen, but is created afresh with 
each man. Th ere is, it is true, a diffi  culty: when a man is born out 
of wedlock, this seems to make God an accomplice in adultery. Th is 
objection, however, is only specious. (Th ere is a grave objection, which 
troubled St Augustine, and that is as to the transmission of original sin. 
It is the soul that sins, and if the soul is not transmitted, but created 
afresh, how can it inherit the sin of Adam? Th is is not discussed.)  
 (1961: 449)

Again:

I am sometimes shocked by the blasphemies of those who think them-
selves pious – for instance, the nuns who never take a bath without 
wearing a bathrobe all the time. When asked why, since no man can 
see them, they reply: “Oh, but you forget the good God”. Apparently 
they conceive of the Deity as a Peeping Tom, whose omnipotence 
enables Him to see through bathroom walls, but who is foiled by bath-
robes. Th is view strikes me as curious. (1968: 73–4)

Th e principal objection Russell had to religion concerns its deleterious eff ect on 
individuals and society. Th e harm to individuals was both intellectual and moral, 
as he respectively points out:

What I wish to maintain is that all faiths do harm. We may defi ne 
‘faith’ as a fi rm belief in something for which there is no evidence. 
When there is evidence, no one speaks of ‘faith’. We do not speak of 
faith that two and two are four or that the earth is round. We only 
speak of faith when we wish to substitute emotion for evidence.  
 (1954: 215)

Th ere is something feeble and a little contemptible about a man who 
cannot face the perils of life without the help of comfortable myths. 
Almost inevitably some part of him is aware that they are myths and 
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that he believes them only because they are comforting. But he dare 
not face this thought! Moreover, since he is aware, however dimly, 
that his opinions are not rational, he becomes furious when they are 
disputed. (Ibid.: 219–20)

Pointing out the absurdity of belief and the harm done by its institutionaliza-
tion is a more potent way of combating it than by rebutting arguments for the 
existence of God, which is a major topic of debate in philosophy of religion. But 
Russell addressed these arguments too, a number of times, although he was satis-
fi ed that Kant had demolished them long before in the Critique of Pure Reason (see 
Vol. 3, Ch. 21). He dismissed the fi rst cause argument on the grounds that if the 
claim that everything must have a cause can only be prevented from collapsing 
into infi nite regress by accepting that there is a self- caused fi rst cause, then there 
is no reason to invoke the notion of a God since the world could just as well be its 
own fi rst cause. But in fact, said Russell, the fi rst cause argument is just a version 
of one that says that the world rests on an elephant and the elephant on a tortoise, 
and that if you ask what the tortoise rests on, well, let us just change the subject: 
“Th e argument is really no better than that” (1999: 79).

Russell was as summary with the argument from design, saying that he found 
it impossible to believe that omnipotence and omniscience, with all the hundreds 
of millions of years available to it, should have produced so many imperfections 
and design fl aws as are manifest in the world, or so much cruelty, as any visit to a 
children’s ward in a hospital would show – making Nero ‘a saint’ in comparison 
to a deity who could create such a world (ibid.: 82). In Russell’s view the argument 
from design was the religious apologist’s principal argument, and he repeatedly 
assaulted and ridiculed it, describing it as “a very poor argument indeed”. Th e 
design argument, he also repeatedly remarked, was shown by physics to be false 
because our planet is destined to be destroyed in the natural course of the sun’s 
enlargement and eventual extinction, making nonsense of the idea of a providen-
tial creation and design of life (ibid.: 82).

Nor could Russell accept the view that the idea of a deity was needed to bring 
justice into the world, on the grounds that since injustice seems to be so richly 
rewarded in this life, a next life is required to provide a remedy by giving the just 
their reward. But if one were thinking scientifi cally about the evidence, the pres-
ence of injustice in this world would be good grounds for inferring that there is as 
much injustice anywhere else, just as the presence of rotten oranges at the top of 
a crate makes it probable that there are more rotten oranges deeper down in the 
crate (ibid.: 84).

Th e somewhat more usual argument to the necessity of God for morality is that 
without the former you cannot have the latter. Th e version of this argument that 
Russell criticized in his essay “Is Th ere A God?” is one popularized by William 
James. Russell wrote: “Th e fi rst and greatest objection to this argument is that, at 
its best, it cannot prove that there is a God but only that politicians and educators 
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ought to try to make people think there is one” (1997b: 545). A second objection 
is that “Many of the best men known to history have been unbelievers. John Stuart 
Mill may serve as an instance. And many of the worst men known to history have 
been believers. Of this there are innumerable instances. Perhaps Henry VIII may 
serve as typical” (1997b: 546).

For Russell religious belief is not motivated by arguments of the kind just 
discussed and dismissed, but is the result of being taught in infancy the religion of 
whatever community one happens to be born into and thereaft er being afraid to 
abandon that belief because of insecurity, anxieties about death and the need for 
comfort. Th ese are non- rational and oft en irrational considerations, and are there-
fore not amenable to argument directed at proof or disproof. Th e point carries 
through even to those who putatively off er philosophical support for commit-
ments of faith and its tenets, as Russell shows in criticizing Aquinas, taken to be 
the greatest of religion’s philosophers: 

Th ere is little of the true philosophic spirit in Aquinas. He does not, 
like the Platonic Socrates, set out to follow wherever the argument 
may lead. He is not engaged in an enquiry, the result of which it is 
impossible to know in advance. Before he begins to philosophize, 
he already knows the truth; it is declared in the Catholic faith. If he 
can fi nd apparently rational arguments for some parts of the faith, so 
much the better; if he cannot, he need only fall back on revelation. Th e 
fi nding of arguments for a conclusion given in advance is not phil-
osophy, but special pleading. (1961: 453–4)

For Russell it was close to suffi  cient to illustrate the action of religion in human 
aff airs to reveal both its implausibility and its unacceptability. Th e most system-
atic eff ort he made in this direction is his book Religion and Science (1935). Th ere 
he took the view that religion and science are direct competitors for the truth 
about the world, its origin, its nature, whether or not it exhibits purpose, and 
what can be inferred from it for ethics. One of the chief lessons to emerge, in 
Russell’s view, is the necessity of accepting the deliverances of science and disci-
plining one’s reasoning to its methods. Both here and in the essay “An Outline of 
Intellectual Rubbish” (written in 1950) Russell contrasted the growth of science 
with the eff orts made by religion to impede that growth:

Th roughout the last 400 years, during which the growth of science has 
gradually shown men how to acquire knowledge of the ways of nature 
and mastery over natural forces, the clergy have fought a losing battle 
against science, in astronomy and geology, in anatomy and physiology, 
in biology and psychology and sociology. Ousted from one position, 
they have taken up another. Aft er being worsted in astronomy, they did 
their best to prevent the rise of geology; they fought against Darwin in 
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biology, and at the present time they fi ght against scientifi c theories of 
psychology and education. At each stage, they try to make the public 
forget their earlier obscurantism, in order that their present obscu-
rantism may not be recognized for what it is. (1968: 72)

Such are the kinds of considerations that made Russell an opponent of religions 
and religious belief. What was equally important to him and even more inter-
esting in itself was his attempt to articulate an alternative vision of the world and 
value that would do everything for humanity that some people thought or hoped 
religion would do for it, but without religion’s metaphysical irrationality and its 
moral and social distortions. Th is is what Russell early called ‘a free man’s worship’, 
although he came to abandon the high- sounding ambitions for such a thing as his 
refl ections on the matter matured.

To understand what Russell was aft er in this connection it is important to 
notice that, in the absence of a ready term to denote what he meant, he gave a 
second but secular meaning to the term ‘religion’ to mean a sentiment or feeling 
that carries individuals out of themselves towards some overarching sense of value 
or purpose that transcends belittling self- concern. In his essay “Th e Essence of 
Religion” (written in 1912) he describes religion in this philosophical sense as a 
feeling that captures “the quality of infi nity” that gives rise to “the selfl ess, untram-
melled life in the whole which frees men from the prison- house of eager wishes 
and little thoughts” (1999: 57). Th roughout his thinking on these matters Russell 
felt acutely the fact of the universe’s indiff erence and crushingly superior power 
over the individual, as the blind play of natural forces working according to natural 
laws unfolded like a juggernaut without consciousness of the pain or pleasure felt 
by sentient beings, and man’s possibility of a small but noble endeavour to sustain 
a commitment to value in the face of this fact.

In “A Free Man’s Worship”, Russell had risen to dithyrambic heights in asserting 
this view:

Brief and powerless is Man’s life; on him and all his race the slow 
sure doom falls pitiless and dark. Blind to good and evil, reckless of 
destruction, omnipotent matter rolls on its relentless way; for Man, 
condemned today to lose his dearest, tomorrow himself to pass 
through the gate of darkness, it remains only to cherish, ere yet the 
blow falls, the loft y thoughts that ennoble his little day; disdaining the 
coward terrors of the slave of Fate, to worship at the shrine that his own 
hands have built; undismayed by the empire of chance, to preserve a 
mind free from the wanton tyranny that rules his outward life; proudly 
defi ant of the irresistible forces that tolerate, for a moment, his know-
ledge and his condemnation, to sustain alone, a weary but unyielding 
Atlas, the world that his own ideals have fashioned despite the tram-
pling march of unconscious power. (Ibid.: 38)
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Over thirty years later he was saying much the same thing far more soberly, in 
Religion and Science:

Th e man who feels deeply the problems of human destiny, the desire to 
diminish the suff erings of mankind, and the hope that the future will 
realize the best possibilities of our species, is nowadays oft en said to have 
a religious outlook … In so far as religion consists in a way of feeling, 
rather than in a set of beliefs, science cannot touch it. (1935: 17)

Th e closest analogy in the history of philosophy that Russell could fi nd to express 
his view was, he said, Spinoza’s idea of ‘the intellectual love of God’ (see Vol. 3, 
Ch. 11), but where there is no such thing as God, where nature is not substi-
tuted for God, and where a sense of the greater value of all things taken together 
– greater therefore than petty individual self- concern – serves as the target of the 
self- liberating emotional response Russell yearned for, and yearned to describe.

Indeed, the best account given of this owes itself to Kenneth Blackwell in his 
Th e Spinozistic Ethics of Bertrand Russell, where he writes: “Th ere is a similarity 
between Russell’s concept, derived from Spinoza, of impersonal self- enlargement 
and the Buddhist concept of egolessness” (1985: 127). In Th e Conquest of Happiness 
(1930) Russell had made the idea of self- transcendence – now cast in more prosaic 
terms as having outward- looking interests and commitments – the key to personal 
happiness; the insight is a good one, of course, and an obvious one, a fact that has 
drawn the criticism of banality from those who did not realize that beneath it lay 
the deepest of Russell’s ethical impulses.

Th e idea of the outward- looking, self- transcending stance expressed itself in 
two connected ways for Russell. One related to science, the other to personal rela-
tionships and the individual’s attitude to others in general. In regard to science, 
the objectivity and scope of science is obviously such as to make individual self-
 concern a very minor if not indeed nugatory thing. In the essay “Th e Place of 
Science in a Liberal Education” Russell wrote: “Th e kernel of the scientifi c outlook 
is the refusal to regard our own desires, tastes and interests as aff ording a key to 
the understanding of the world” (1917: 37), and this immediately entails that the 
disciplines of reason and evidence are the sole legitimate determinants of thinking 
in general. But in view of the potential that science has, via technology, to aggran-
dize and serve the lust for power that is all too constant a feature of human nature, 
there has to be a counterbalance, and this Russell identifi ed in another human 
capacity, this time for love. In Th e Impact of Science on Society (1952), written at a 
time when the technological threats to human survival were mounting exponen-
tially in the form of weapons of mass destruction, he wrote:

Th e root of the matter is a very simple and old- fashioned thing, a 
thing so simple that I am almost ashamed to mention it, for fear of the 
derisive smile with which wise cynics will greet my words. Th e thing 
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I mean – please forgive me for mentioning it – is love, Christian love, 
or compassion. (1952: 84)

And he went on to add that if his reader felt such compassion, “you have all that 
anybody should need in the way of religion” (ibid.).

Th is last statement, written late in Russell’s life and in the face of yet another 
threat – this time an even greater one – than all those that had drawn him to social 
and political action at various stages of his life, best captures what he desired by 
way of a practical alternative to religion. It looks far from the objective something-
 or- other that, because it is independent of individual human desires and weak-
ness, can summon and even command the best from us and be the indisputable 
ground for action. Rather, it is immanent and as fragile as its source. But it is all 
there is, and all that is anyway necessary.

Aft er losing his faith as a teenager – an event recorded in an early diary and 
related in his autobiography – Russell never changed his views about religion, or 
about the need for an alternative to religion that would be ethically compelling. 
Th e absence of a suitable alternative vocabulary for articulating his thoughts in the 
latter respect made him talk of ‘life in the spirit’ and ‘personal religion’, but always 
in wholly secular terms, and it was in this sense that he once wrote: “I consider 
some form of personal religion highly desirable, and feel many people unsatisfac-
tory through the lack of it” (1997a: 52).

He also there said that what he regarded as his own best statement of his views 
on religion, in both the religious and secular senses of the term as he meant them, 
is the chapter entitled “Religion and the Churches” in his First World War book, 
Principles of Social Reconstruction (1916). In that chapter, aft er recounting the 
struggle of both science and individuals to free themselves from the hegemony of 
the church, Russell states:

If a religious view of life and the world is ever to reconquer the thoughts 
and feelings of free- minded men and women, much that we are accus-
tomed to associate with religion will have to be discarded. Th e fi rst and 
greatest change that is required is to establish a morality of initiative, 
not a morality of submission, a morality of hope rather than fear, of 
things to be done rather than of things to be left  undone. It is not the 
whole duty of man to slip through the world so as to escape the wrath 
of God. Th e world is our world, and it rests with us to make a heaven 
or a hell. (1916: 141)

And, adds Russell, the vision that will underwrite the making of a human heaven 
on human earth

will not be one of occasional solemnity and superstitious prohibitions, 
it will not be sad or ascetic, it will concern itself little with rules of 
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conduct. It will be inspired by a vision of what human life may be, and 
will be happy with the joy of creation, living in a large free world of 
initiative and hope. It will love mankind, not for what they are to the 
outward eye, but for what imagination shows that they have it in them 
to become. (Ibid.)
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7
max scheler

Quentin Smith

Max Scheler was born in 1874 in Munich, Germany and died at the early age of 
fi ft y- four in 1928. During the last fi ft een years or so of his life, Scheler was widely 
regarded as “the most brilliant thinker of his day,” according to Bochenski (1961: 
140). ‘His day’ is roughly from 1912 until his death in 1928.

Scheler focused on two main areas in his most infl uential publications, from 
1912 to 1920. One was describing the essence of our emotional consciousness of 
values, such as a special sort of love: an act of loving the holy person, God; a loving 
act in which the value of holiness originally appears. Th e other is the study of the 
religious consciousness, or the religious act of ‘faith’, with faith viewed as a reactive 
response to the self- disclosure of the holy person (God).

Scheler’s philosophical writings began with his 1899 doctoral degree under the 
neo- Kantian Rudolf Eucken, who believed that the nature of the philosopher’s task 
is to discover the eternal realm of values. Th is view exercised a lifelong infl uence 
on Scheler.

Th e second most important infl uence on Scheler arose from his meeting ‘the 
father of phenomenology’, Edmund Husserl, in 1910. Scheler quickly became the 
most creative of the many followers of Husserl, and by 1918 or 1920 Scheler was 
considered by many German phenomenologists to have superseded him.

It was not until he left  his fi rst teaching post in 1910, at the University of 
Munich, and became a freelance writer that Scheler began writing the works that 
decisively infl uenced the course of twentieth- century philosophy. In the space of 
two years he published three of his enduring classics, Ressentiment (1912), Th e 
Nature of Sympathy (1913) and Formal Ethics and Material Value Ethics (1913, 
1916).1 Th is third book, a six- hundred- page work on emotions and values, was 

 1. In order to facilitate comprehension of the history of Scheler’s original German publica-
tions and their relation to other German publications, I use the date of the original German 
publication but use English translations of the title. For example, the date in parenthesis in 
‘On the Eternal in Man (1920)’ is the date of the original German publication and ‘On the 
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completed in 1913; its fi rst part was published in 1913, and the publication of the 
second part was delayed until 1916. Th is book is a description of material values 
(materialer Wert). Here the English word ‘material’ is contrasted with ‘formal’, 
somewhat as the English word ‘content’ is oft en contrasted with ‘form’. Scheler’s 
book title in German, Der Formalismus in Ethik und die materialer Wertethik, is 
translated awkwardly (and inaccurately) by Manfred Frings and Roger Funk as 
Formalism in Ethics and Non- Formal Ethics of Values. I believe a more accurate 
translation is Formal Ethics and Material Value Ethics. Hereaft er, I shall abbreviate 
this work as Value. Th is book on values is considered, by consensus, as Scheler’s 
masterpiece and is a primary focus of the following sections.

Th e fi rst of these three ‘classic’ works of Scheler, Ressentiment, aims to explain 
why secularism and subjectivism about values began to take predominance in 
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries (and remain predominant today 
among most philosophers, despite the renaissance in the 1970s of Christian theism 
and moral realism among a large minority of philosophers). Scheler reverses 
Nietzsche’s theory that Christianity, objective values and a personal Creator were 
created by the weak, poor and oppressed, out of envy and ressentiment (resent-
ment) of the more powerful types, originally their Roman conquerors (see Vol. 4, 
Ch. 18, “Friedrich Nietzsche”). Scheler follows Nietzsche in using the French word 
ressentiment to emphasize that it is a technical term that is being used. However, 
Scheler presents an elaborate account of why atheism and value subjectivism 
emerged. People who are afraid to have their actions and moral beliefs measured 
against an objective scale of values rejected the notion that there are objective 
values and reduced values to subjective desires. Christian morality, Scheler main-
tains, far from expressing the strivings of the morally weak, expresses the attitudes 
of the morally strong and healthy. Th e centre of Christian morality is Christian 
love, a spontaneous overfl owing of inner fullness. However, when we feel unable 
or unwilling to attain the higher values, “value blindness or value delusion may 
set in. Lowering all values to the level of one’s factual desire or ability … [and] 
construing an illusory hierarchy of values in accordance with the structure of one’s 
personal goals and wishes” (Scheler [1912] 1961b: 59).2 Th e healthy response to 
recognizing that there are higher values beyond one’s reach is ‘resignation’, which 

Eternal in Man’ is the English translation of the German title ‘Vom Ewigen im Menschen’. 
All quotations are from the English translations and the page numbers are given for the 
English translation. Th e exception is the English translation of the German title of Scheler’s 
1913–16 book on ethics, Der Formalismus in Ethik und die materialer Wertethik, which I 
discuss at some length in the text; page numbers from that text are from Scheler (1973a).

 2. Th is quotation is from William Holdheim’s (1961) translation of Das Ressentiment im 
Aufb au der Moralen, which was fi rst published in the collection of essays, Abhanandlugen 
und Aufsatze (1915). Th e 1915 essay, Das Ressentiment im Aufb au der Moralen, is an 
expanded version of the 1912 publication, Uber Ressentiment under moralalisches 
Werturteil. Holdheim and other English writers shorten the title of both versions to the 
single word Ressentiment.
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allows one to appreciate the higher values. In old age, if we resign ourselves to 
our inability to attain or desire the values of youth, we have an ethically mature 
response to our limitations.

Scheler’s 1913 book Th e Nature of Sympathy presents a highly nuanced descrip-
tion of the diff erent feelings he calls ‘fellow- feeling’, ‘benevolence’, ‘vicarious 
feeling’, ‘sympathy’, ‘pity’ and the highest feeling, love of humankind and love of 
the divine.

Scheler’s theory of love includes a special type of love that is a love of God and 
humankind. Scheler describes this love as participating in God’s own love and 
co- realizing (mitvollzieght) the divine acts in which God loves himself and all 
persons. Scheler leaves these terms undefi ned, but he is not a pantheist and this 
way of describing the love of God may be plausibly understood (I suggest) as a 
metaphor for imitating as closely as possible God’s love of all persons and God’s 
love of himself.

Scheler’s Th e Nature of Sympathy presents the most detailed description of our 
attitudes to others that can be found, although perhaps part three of Jean- Paul 
Sartre’s Being and Nothingness (1943), “Being For Others”, matches it. Th e diff er-
ence is that Scheler concentrates on our positive feelings towards others, while 
Sartre concentrates on more negative feelings, fi nally reducing all feelings and 
human relations to forms of psychological sadomasochism. It seems a realistic 
picture is achieved if we take both works into account.

Scheler completed Value in 1913, but only part one was published that year and 
the publication of part two was delayed until 1916. Most of the following sections 
are about this book and I shall say nothing more about it here.

In 1920 Scheler published what many consider his fourth enduring classic, On 
the Eternal in Man, which is his study of the essence of religious consciousness 
and its intended object, God, a divine person that essentially possesses the value of 
holiness discussed in Value. On the Eternal in Man (hereaft er Eternal), in addition 
to Value, is one of the two works that will be discussed in detail in later sections.

Shortly aft er the publication of Eternal, Scheler turned away from Christian 
monotheism to a study of the sociological variations in our apprehensions of 
objective values. “Problems of the Sociology of Knowledge” (1924) is one of the 
many essays and books Scheler published aft er Eternal. Th is work and others 
shows his movement towards a philosophical anthropology and a pantheistic neo-
 vitalism; the pantheistic theory is outlined in On Man’s Place in Nature (1927). 
Scheler died in 1928, depriving him of the opportunity of developing these 
theories. Several collections of essays were published posthumously, such as the 
books Philosophical Perspectives (1929) and Selected Philosophical Essays (1933), 
while the translations of various articles or chapters of his earlier books appeared 
in On Feeling, Knowing, and Valuing: Selected Writings (Scheler 1992). Further 
bibliographical information can be found in the 1973 translation of his 1913–16 
book on value ethics, under the title Formalism in Ethics and Non- Formal Ethics 
of Values (see Scheler 1973a: 597–603).



quentin smith

82

scheler’s place in the history of 
twentieth- century philosophy

H. Bershady writes that Scheler “was acclaimed in Europe aft er the First World 
War as one of the leading minds of the modern age and Germany’s most bril-
liant thinker” (Scheler 1992: 1). Herbert Spiegelberg is the author of the standard 
history of phenomenology (a method of describing what is given in our intui-
tion, rather than of constructing theoretical arguments). In Th e Phenomenological 
Movement, he quotes José Ortega y Gasset as saying, “Th e fi rst man of genius, the 
Adam of the new [phenomenological] Paradise … was Max Scheler” (Speigelberg 
1971: 227).

Put in a broader context, Scheler was the second of the fi rst three major conti-
nental philosophers, a movement that continues to the present day. Continental 
philosophy, since the 1960s and 1970s, has largely transformed into a ‘postmod-
ernism’ that stands opposed both to the phenomenological theories of Husserl, 
Scheler and the early Heidegger, and to analytic philosophy. Th e phenomenolog-
ical movement arose in Germany and fl ourished from 1900 to approximately 1933, 
when the Nazis banned Husserl’s and Scheler’s works. In the mid and late 1930s, 
the movement passed to France with Sartre’s early works and lasted until the 1960s 
and early 1970s with Maurice Merleau- Ponty and Emmanuel Levinas. From the 
1960s/70s to the present, the phenomenological movement largely passed into 
America. It coexists with postmodernism as a dominant form of continental phil-
osophy; however, the precision of description, reminiscent of Husserl and Scheler, 
makes much of American phenomenology signifi cantly more analogous to current 
analytic philosophy than to the writings of Jacques Derrida, Michel Foucault or 
Jean Baudrillard.

Twentieth- century continental philosophy began as phenomenology, with 
Husserl’s Logical Investigations (1900–1901), a descriptive study of the essential 
nature of intuitions of logical essences, and of the logical essences themselves, 
the logical categories and forms of inference, that are immediately given in these 
intuitions. Scheler succeeded Husserl (approximately from 1918 to 1930) as the 
primary fi gure in continental philosophy, and was in turn succeeded by Martin 
Heidegger, whose 1927 book Being and Time was considered by a preponderance 
of phenomenologists to have ‘superseded’ Scheler’s works (just as Scheler’s works 
were considered by German phenomenologists to have ‘superseded’ Husserl’s 
works) within two or three years from the publication of Heidegger’s work. 
(Owing to various factors, Scheler’s works in English translation never achieved 
the wide regard accorded to Husserl’s and Heidegger’s works.)

Scheler, like Husserl, regarded ‘the intuitive given’ not as sense- data or empir-
ical objects, for example sensory qualities, or things and persons, but as the a 
priori essences that are the material contents of the phenomenological intuitions. 
An essence is the immediate material content (‘material content’ here translates 
materialie) of a phenomenological intuition. Th ese a priori intuitional material 
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contents are the phenomena that phenomenology seeks to describe. Phenomena 
are not considered to be ‘appearances’ of something real or ‘illusions’, but are iden-
tifi ed with the a priori essences that are the material contents of phenomenolog-
ical intuitions. Th e phenomenologists’ phrase ‘to the things themselves’ can be 
misleading, since Husserl and Scheler had in mind the a priori essences immedi-
ately given as the material content of phenomenological intuitions. Th e essence 
is the content or material (materialie) of the intuition. Th e intuited materials, the 
essences, are ideal units of meaning or sense that are ‘self- given’ in the phenom-
enological intuitions. Th e ‘things themselves’, therefore, are not the real things or 
people we cognitively apprehend in our natural non- intuitive (i.e. mediated by 
symbols) perceptions of objects. Th e reality of things and persons are ‘bracketed’, 
meaning their reality is neither affi  rmed nor denied.

 Husserl and Scheler are responding to the neo- Kantians, who held that the 
a priori cannot be intuited and are formal rather than material in nature. Th ey 
are formal truths known in thought or judgement; we think the true a priori 
propositions or deduce them by way of logical argument. Th e phenomenolog-
ical intuitions are of a priori essences, such as the material value- modalities of 
the holy and unholy. Phenomenological intuitions are not empirical or a poste-
riori experiences of faith in the divine person (the reality or existence of God 
cannot be known in phenomenological philosophy). Phenomenology is not only 
diff erent from traditional deductive philosophy, such as Aristotle’s or Descartes’, 
but is also diff erent from inductive generalizations about the characteristics of 
things or persons.

Scheler’s phenomenological intuitions have signifi cant similarities to the ‘intui-
tions of essences’ described by Saul Kripke, George Bealer, and others in the fi eld 
of ‘modal epistemology’, that is, the fi eld that studies the intuitive knowledge of 
possibilities and necessities. Th e phenomenological essences, and essential proper-
ties, are necessary to whatever thing or person possesses them. In another analytic 
tradition, ethical intuitionism, the ‘intuitions of synthetic a priori values’ by G. E. 
Moore, W. D. Ross and Panayot Butchvarov, are the nearest analogues in analytic 
philosophy to Scheler’s phenomenological intuitions of a priori material values. 
Th e intuited values and intuited essences of any sort are reported or described in 
synthetic a priori propositions.

Th ese remarks give some indication of the general conception of Scheler’s 
place in the history of philosophy, but as we shall see the revival of interest in 
the Anselmian ontological arguments by Alvin Plantinga (1974b), Graham Oppy 
(1996, 2006), Th omas Morris (1987) and other analytic philosophers of religion 
make Scheler’s study of material values highly relevant to the ‘metaphysical values’ 
at the basis of contemporary ‘perfect being theology’, particularly in the develop-
ment of Plantinga’s ideas in Morris (1987).
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holiness as the highest value

Scheler’s substantive philosophy of religion is found mainly in Value and in 
Eternal. Value includes a study of the diff erent types of religious feelings and the 
values that belong to the value- modality of the holy. Th e essential nature of the 
bearer of the value of holiness, ‘the absolute person’, is studied in Eternal. We begin 
with Scheler’s description of religious values in Value, where the value of the holy 
is the highest value in a rank ordering of values.

Scheler’s value hierarchy is an order among the values we experience in everyday 
life. He presents a detailed outline of this rank ordering and the feelings associated 
with each of the four levels of values; normally, each act of consciousness we experi-
ence includes a feeling of a value and a representation (thought, judgement, imagina-
tion, perception, etc.) of the bearer (such as a person or thing) of this value.

Th e lowest value level includes the values that range from the agreeable to the 
disagreeable. Th ese values are apprehended in sensible feelings, which range from 
enjoying the agreeable to ‘suff ering’ the disagreeable. Th e feeling- states are the 
sensations of pleasure and pain. Scheler writes in Value that

the values of the sensibly agreeable are clearly [spatially] extensive 
in their essence, and their felt experiences occur as localized and as 
extensive in the body. For example, the agreeableness of sweet, etc., 
is spread over sugar, and the corresponding sensuous feeling- state [a 
pleasurable sensation] over the tongue. (Value 18)

Th ere is a value- person- type that correlates to the agreeable. Th is type is a 
‘pleasure- seeker’, a connoisseur of agreeable things, what Scheler usually describes 
by the French phrase bon vivant. Th is value- person- type is focused on enjoying 
agreeable things. Th ere is much more to be said about the agreeable and the 
corresponding feelings and value- person- type, but our interest is in ascending 
the hierarchy to the holy.

Th e vital values are higher than the values of the agreeable. Vital values include 
health and illness, strength and weakness, and the values ranging from the ‘excel-
lent’ to the ‘bad’ (which is distinct from the moral value of evil). Th e feeling- states 
are feelings of health and illness and so on, and this value- modality also correlates 
to emotional responses such as courage and anxiety. Th e vital values are Scheler’s 
inclusions of Nietzsche’s value- system of the good (in the sense of the excellent 
and noble) and bad (in the sense of the ignoble, base or vulgar).

Th e value- person- type correlating to the vital values is ‘the hero’, a courageous, 
strong person who realizes things that are ‘excellent’ and who performs ‘noble’ 
deeds. “Th e value of life, whose personal actualization is the ‘hero’” (Value 588 
n.306), correlates to a higher value-person-  type than the type that corresponds 
to the value of the agreeable, the bon vivant or ‘pleasure- seeker’. In other words, a 
hero is a higher value- person- type than a pleasure- seeker.
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Higher than vital values are what Scheler calls ‘spiritual values’, and they are of 
three types: aesthetic values, values of the cognition of truth and moral values such 
as good and evil. Th e corresponding emotional reactions correlating to spiritual 
values include the reactions of approving and disapproving, and respect and disre-
spect. Th e feeling- states that correlate to these values include “the feeling- states of 
spiritual joy and sorrow” (Value 108). 

Th e value- person- type correlating to spiritual values is ‘the genius’. Th is includes 
‘the artistic genius’, ‘the philosophical genius’ and the ‘moral genius’.

Th e values of the holy (and the unholy) are higher than aesthetic values, moral 
values and values of cognition of the truth. Th e description of this level can be 
more detailed, since Scheler’s description of the values of the holy and the corres-
ponding feelings constitutes his phenomenological theory of religious values and 
feelings, which will be contrasted in the next section with the religious object (the 
deity) that has the value of the holy and the cognitive religious act that grasps the 
religious object. It belongs to the essence of holiness that it can only be a value 
of the ‘absolute being’, which is also the highest or infi nitely good person. Th is 
person’s infi nite or divine goodness and his ‘absolute being’ shall be discussed in 
the ensuing sections.

Corresponding to the value of holiness, the value- person- type is ‘the saint’, 
which is a higher value- person- type than the genius, the hero and the pleasure-
 seeker (or ‘connoisseur’ of pleasurable things).

One grasps the hierarchy of values in acts of preferring, wherein one value is 
given as preferable to (and thus ‘higher’ than) another. Th e vital values are essen-
tially preferable to the values of the agreeable, and preferable to the vital values 
are the values of aesthetic beauty, of good and evil, and the value of cognition 
of a priori philosophical truths (truths about the essential structure of reality). 
Scheler interprets science as an instrument for making predictions, and this 
anti- realism about scientifi c theories is at the basis of his exclusion of scientifi c 
thinking from the category of cognition of truths about reality. Holiness is seen 
to be the supreme value in acts of preferring holiness to the aesthetic, moral and 
‘philosophical knowledge’ values.

religious feelings that correlate to the holy person

A phenomenology of the types of feelings discloses to us further essential proper-
ties of holiness that determine the essential nature of the absolute, personal, being. 
Th e feeling- states range from bliss to despair and they can be regarded as indica-
tors of the nearness or remoteness of the divine in experience.

Th e reactive feelings are diff erent from the feeling- states. Reactions to the holy 
include awe and adoration, as well as faith and lack of faith. Th e feeling reac-
tion of faith has decisive signifi cance in Scheler’s theory, for only in reactions of 
faith in God’s reality does God disclose or reveal himself as real or existent. No 
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logical arguments or phenomenological descriptions of essences can show that 
God exists. Th is is known only in an emotional reaction of faith. Scheler’s precise 
wording is that “it is of the essence of a religious object that it can attest to its 
possible reality only through and in an act of faith … the reality of the religious 
object and material … is experienced in real and genuine faith” (Eternal 158–9). 
Scheler notes that phenomenologically we can distinguish the reaction of faith 
in the reality of the deity from the reality of the deity. Faith is the reaction to the 
reality of God that is being disclosed and revealed in that reaction.

Th e intentional feeling through which we originally apprehend the value of the 
holy is a special type of love, a love of a person or toward something that has the 
form of a person. Scheler later describes the love of God, the infi nite, holy person. 
Th e love of God is a co- loving (with God) of all fi nite persons “with” God’s love of 
Himself as “the person of persons” (Value 498).

Th ere is a threefold distinction among the value of holiness, the good and 
the person that is the bearer of this value. Th is corresponds to Scheler’s general 
distinction between the value, the bearer of the value (the value- bearer is the 
good) and the thing or person that is the bearer considered in abstraction from 
its value. Th ere is an intentional feeling of the value and an intentional represen-
tation (Vorstellung) of the person (or thing, in the case of the lowest values). Th e 
good, corresponding to the value of holiness, is the supreme good, that is, the holy 
person, and it is apprehended in a religious act, which is a complex of intentional 
feeling and intentional representation.

A novel idea of Scheler’s is that the feeling of the value, for example the feeling of 
the value of holiness, can occur without a representation of the person that bears this 
value. In the case of holiness, the feeling of holiness precedes and guides the repre-
sentation of the person. Th is can be a value- property only of the highest person.

Th e intentional feeling of holiness can co- occur with diff erent sorts of repre-
sentations of the absolute being that has the form of a person; the determina-
tion of the specifi cs of the real nature of the personal absolute cannot be made 
by a phenomenology of feelings and values. Th e phenomenology of the value of 
holiness and the religious feelings gives us a broad outline of the religious good, 
the divine. Scheler phrases this concisely: the value- modality of holiness “is quite 
independent of all that has been considered holy by diff erent people at various 
times … from ideas of fetishism to the purest conceptions of God” (Value 109). 
Th e problem of the true or real nature of the holy being concerns the “representa-
tion of goods within this value- sphere” (ibid.). Th e true essence of the holy being, 
which is the highest or supreme good (thing or person of value), is described 
partly in Value and partly in Eternal. We know from the phenomenological intui-
tion of the essential interconnections between holiness and essences of goods that 
holiness can only be a property of a person and of an absolute being. Concerning 
this absolute person that is the bearer of holiness, we shall separately examine (as 
does Scheler) the essential attribute of God as the infi nitely good person and the 
essential attribute of God as the absolute being.
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the infinitely good person

Th ere are three senses of ‘the person of highest value’. Th e fi rst involves fi nite 
persons and the value- person- type of ‘the saint’. Th e sainthood of the saint is 
the highest value. Scheler writes about “the highest value, i.e., the sainthood of 
the person, and … the highest good, i.e., the salvation of an individual person” 
(Value 492). Scheler has in mind here the highest value of a human person, a fi nite 
person. Th e second sense is empirically exemplifi ed by Jesus Christ; this is a fi nite 
person who is “the only and only holy person” in the sense of being the person 
to whom God “has imparted his own personal essence and being” (Value 162). 
Scheler claims he is here describing the essential ideas of fi nite religious persons 
and is not describing the empirical reality of any natural religion. However, his 
work was criticized for presupposing a form of Catholic exclusivism as the true a 
priori religion.

Th e third sense of being the person of the highest value is higher than the other 
two and applies only to the infi nite person, God. He is infi nite in the sense that he is 
infi nitely good. All universal value- person- types (apart from those corresponding 
to the values of the agreeable and the vital values) are co- contained (mitenethalten) 
in the essential goodness of God. In other words, God contains the infi nite value 
that corresponds to the fi nite value of the value- person- types. Th is means that 
God is the all- saintly and all- loving God. He has infi nite, unlimited and maximal 
saintliness and love. Th is corresponds to the value- person- type of the saint (who 
is essentially saintly and loving), who is the value- person- type that correlates to 
the highest value, holiness. Regarding the spiritual value- person- type of the philo-
sophical genius, God is the all- knowing or omniscient God. Corresponding to the 
value- person- type of the artistic genius, God is the divine artist and the creator. 
Corresponding to the moral genius, God is the divine lawgiver (an example from 
a natural religion is the ‘Ten Commandments’) and the divine judge (judging who 
shall be saved and who shall not be) (Value 588 n.306).

Th e essential goodness of God also contains individually valid essences of an 
individual value- person. Scheler comments that this:

‘co- containing’ means the essential goodness of God does not exhaust 
itself in the infi nite exemplariness of the universally and individually 
valid being of the value- person. It means that the essential goodness 
of God is primarily infi nite as an indivisible essential value- quality. 
It is only through a possible experiential and cognitive relation of a 
fi nite person to the infi nite person that divine goodness divides into 
unities of value- essences and value- types and their declining sequence 
of ranks. (Value 588)
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the absolute being

It is an essence of the value of ‘the holy’ that it is a value of a person. It is also an 
essence of this value that it can only belong to what is ‘absolute’ and not ‘relative’. 
Something is absolute only if it is the supreme, almighty, infi nite and independent 
being, a being that is manifest to us in religious acts as the self- grounded being 
on which all fi nite and relative beings are grounded or dependent. A fi nite thing 
or person is ‘relative’ in the sense that it has being only relative to the absolute 
being, through having the ground of its being in the self- grounded being. Th e 
absolute being, in Scheler’s words, “is unconditionally superior to all others … in 
capacity for sheer ‘being’. All other beings are founded on the absolute being and 
their being ‘rests in’ the absolute being, but the absolute being is ‘founded in and 
‘resting on itself ’” (Eternal 163).

Th e absoluteness of the holy being can be described in terms of the concept 
of superordination. Being superordinate is the opposite of being subordinate. 
As subordinate beings, we are dependent on the absolute being, but it is not 
dependent on us; there is no interdependence relation. Th e absolute being is inde-
pendent of us and all other beings.

scheler and contemporary perfect being theology

What is the relevance of Scheler’s theory of the holy to perfect being theology 
and the ontological argument that the perfect being exists? Scheler adopts the 
approach that we determine what constitutes the perfect being by examining our 
intentional feelings of the value of holiness. Holiness is a material value and is a 
property of God. How does it compare with Plantinga’s and Morris’ idea of the 
perfect being as the metaphysically best or ‘maximally great’ being? Scheler’s 
material value of holiness bears similarities to Plantinga’s metaphysical value of 
maximal metaphysical greatness. Plantinga states that the property of being maxi-
mally great entails having the omniproperties or perfections, and entails having 
them in every possible world (see the last chapter of Plantinga [1974b] and the 
summary of his ideas in Smith [1997: 127–37]). On Scheler’s theory, the value of 
holiness is essentially related to a person that has these omniproperties or perfec-
tions. Scheler’s value of holiness and Plantinga’s property of maximal greatness 
bear signifi cant similarities.

For example, the rank order of metaphysical values, the degree of greatness that 
certain properties (the great- making properties) confer on a being, share many 
features in common with Scheler’s rank ordering of material values, although 
Plantinga’s and Morris’ remarks are comparatively elliptical or sketchy in rela-
tion to Scheler’s long books and many articles on these value ranks. Metaphysical 
values, like Scheler’s material values, include moral values only as one kind. 
Metaphysical goodness is ontological greatness and there is a ranking of greater 
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beings and less great beings. Greatness is a metaphysical value conferred on a 
being by certain great- making properties, such as being a person, which confers a 
degree of ontological greatness on the being, since being a person makes a being 
a greater being than a being that is not a person. Th e perfect being (‘the maximally 
great being’) is the greatest possible being.

Plantinga holds that God has maximal metaphysical worth and since ‘meta-
physical worth or value’ is usually phrased in terms of greatness, the degree of 
greatness of a being supervenes on its great- making properties. God is the best 
being, the perfect being, but ‘best’ does not here have a moral sense. It is better 
for a being to have consciousness, personhood, free will and knowledge of moral 
good and evil than not to have these features, all else being equal, but it is false or 
nonsensical to say that a being ought to strive to acquire the property of being a 
conscious being, or ought to strive to acquire free will. Rather, a person can freely 
choose to act in a morally good way, but this presupposes that the person either 
always or timelessly possesses free will and moral knowledge (in the case of God), 
or presupposes that the person was generated (whether this means born with the 
capacity to act and choose freely when the person matures, or was created by God 
with the essential properties of having free will and some knowledge of good and 
evil, a ‘moral sense’ or ‘conscience’ or, more simply, the capacity to know moral 
truths). Kindness, altruism, benevolence, generosity and so on are morally good 
motives or acts, and lead us to say that the person is morally good. But a being 
having free will, consciousness and the capacity to know moral truths and to act in 
a way they know is morally good are not themselves morally good features. Many 
historical fi gures have these properties, such as Hitler and Stalin (every human 
person has them), but they are nonetheless disapproved of for acting in morally 
bad ways.

Scheler went further and developed a systematic ranking of the levels of great-
ness (or height of material value). On Scheler’s theory, it is better to be a being that 
has the positive material value- property of being sensorily agreeable than senso-
rily unagreeable, all else being equal. It is better to be a being with positive vital 
value- properties than a being with negative vital value- properties; for example, it 
is better to have the material values of being healthy and strong than to be ill and 
weak. Further, it is better to be a being with positive spiritual values than nega-
tive spiritual values; in terms of the three types of spiritual values it is better to be 
aesthetically pleased than displeased, it is better to know philosophical truths than 
to be ignorant of them, and it is better to act in a morally right way than a morally 
wrong way. Th e material value of being morally good or right indicates how high 
in the scale of material or metaphysical values the moral value of being morally 
good is. It is higher than the value of healthiness, equal with the material value 
of philosophical knowledge and lower than the value of holiness. On the highest 
level, it is better to be holy than unholy.

Scheler also has a comparison between the order of rank of the diff erent levels 
of metaphysical greatness or positive material value. A being that is agreeable and 
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vital is of great metaphysical value, of higher material value, than a being that 
is agreeable (e.g. a cube of sugar) but lacks the capacity to realize vital values. A 
being that has positive spiritual values is greater than a being that has positive 
vital and agreeable values, but lacks the capacity to bear spiritual values. Finally, 
a being that is holy is a perfect being, the most metaphysically valuable being, the 
greatest being possible; if one possesses the value of holiness, one also possesses 
the ‘absolute’ properties, which is Scheler’s term for omnipotence, omniscience, 
perfect goodness and the personal creator on which all ‘relative’ or created beings 
are dependent.
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8
martin buber

Tamra Wright

Martin Buber (1878–1965) is best known in philosophical and theological circles 
for his dialogical philosophy of the I–thou relation, and within Jewish studies 
for his collections of Hasidic tales. Th ese seemingly disparate writings are linked, 
together with Buber’s mature work on the Bible, philosophical anthropology, 
Zionism and other subjects, by his central concern: the relationship between 
human beings and God or the ‘Eternal Th ou’. 

Buber was born in February 1878 in Vienna. His parents separated when he 
was a young child and he went to live with his paternal grandparents in Galicia. 
Initially, he assumed that he was only there temporarily and that his mother would 
return for him. In his “Autobiographical Fragments”, Buber describes the moment 
when he realized that she was never coming back, and says that everything he 
subsequently wrote about ‘genuine meeting’ had its origin in that moment (1967a: 
3–4).

Buber’s grandfather, Solomon Buber, was a respected scholar who published 
the fi rst modern editions of Midrash. During the years that Buber spent with his 
grandparents he participated in Jewish religious life. However, when he returned 
to his father’s house in Vienna at the age of fourteen, he abandoned Jewish observ-
ance and became interested in philosophy. At the universities of Vienna, Leipzig, 
Berlin and Zurich, between 1896 and 1899, he studied philosophy together with 
history of art, German literature and psychology.

Towards the end of his student years, Buber re- engaged with Judaism by 
joining the Zionist movement. He advocated a form of Zionism that would foster 
a cultural and spiritual renaissance of the Jewish people. He also developed a 
scholarly interest in mysticism and turned his attention to Hasidism, publishing 
collections of Hasidic tales in 1906 and 1908 (see Buber 1956, 1969).

Buber worked closely with Franz Rosenzweig from 1921 until Rosenzweig’s 
death in 1929. He taught at the Frankfurt Freies Jüdisches Lehrhaus (the well-
 known centre for Jewish adult education that Rosenzweig ran) from 1922, and 
collaborated with Rosenzweig on a translation of the Hebrew Bible into German, 
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which he completed aft er Rosenzweig’s death. Buber also held a lectureship in 
Jewish religious studies and ethics at Frankfurt University.

Under the Nazi regime, Buber was banned from teaching publicly. He moved 
from Germany to Jerusalem in 1938, where he held a professorship at the Hebrew 
University. He lived and taught in Jerusalem until his death in 1965.

Although Buber was a prolifi c writer, I and Th ou, published in 1923, remains 
his best- known philosophical work. It marks the transition from his mystically 
inspired early works to his mature philosophy of dialogue. Buber’s subsequent 
philosophical works build on this foundation. In Th e Knowledge of Man (1965a), 
Buber develops an epistemology based on the I–thou relation. Paths in Utopia 
(1949a) presents his vision of utopian socialism. His last major work, Eclipse of 
God (1952), argues that God is not dead but is temporarily hidden. However, 
Buber’s fi nal writings intimated that he had begun to perceive “a speaking through 
the silence” (1967b: 716).

the transition to dialogical philosophy

Buber’s early work refl ects his immersion in the study of diff erent mystical tradi-
tions and their emphasis on the quest for unity. Th e romantic hermeneutic at 
work in his early collections of Hasidic tales focuses on the unity of the reader 
or writer and the teller of the original tale. Similarly, Buber’s early philosoph-
ical writings emphasize the quest for unity. In Daniel: Dialogues on Realization 
(1965b), Buber describes two ways of being in the world. ‘Orientation’ refers to 
the world of ordinary experiences, whereas ‘realization’ refers to “that enhanced 
meaning of life which springs from moments of intensifi ed existence and intensi-
fi ed perception” (Friedman 1991: 36). Th e path of realization is that of unifying 
one’s subjectivity with the other. To enter into true relation with a tree, one must 
“receive the tree; surrender yourself to it, until you feel its bark as your skin, and 
the force of a branch spring from its trunk like the striving in your muscles” 
(Buber 1965b: 54).

In Buber’s mature writing, from the period of I and Th ou onwards, this emphasis 
on unifying the self and the other is replaced with a dialogical account of relation, 
in which the distinction between self and other is always maintained. Diff erent 
explanations have been off ered for this radical change in Buber’s thinking. In his 
“Autobiographical Fragments”, Buber relates an episode that may have contrib-
uted to this shift . Aft er spending a morning in religious contemplation, Buber 
was visited at his home by a young man. Although Buber received him warmly, 
devoted time to him and answered all of the questions he asked, he realized later 
that he had not been fully engaged in the conversation and, therefore, had been 
unable to discern that his visitor had sought out his company because of some 
deep existential need that went unmet:
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Later, not long aft er, I learned from one of his friends – he was no 
longer alive – the essential content of these questions; I learned that 
he had come to me not casually but borne by destiny, not for a chat 
but for a decision … What do we expect when we are in despair and 
yet go to a man? Surely a presence by means of which we are told that 
nevertheless there is meaning. (1967a: 26)

Th e young man had not committed suicide; rather, he was killed at the front in 
the First World War (Friedman 1991: 80). Buber’s point in the fragment is that he 
was absent in spirit when his full presence was required. From this experience, he 
derived a lesson about ‘religious experience’. “Since then I have given up the ‘reli-
gious’ which is nothing but the exception, extraction, exaltation, ecstasy; or it has 
given me up” (1967a: 26). In place of the pursuit of mystical experience, Buber 
relates, he was ‘converted’ to a religiosity of the everyday: “I possess nothing but 
the everyday out of which I am never taken … I know no fullness but each mortal 
hour’s fullness of claim and responsibility” (ibid.).

Buber’s new sense of the dangers of mystical pursuits and the desire for union 
may also have been triggered by his friend Gustav Landauer’s critique of Buber’s 
initial enthusiasm for the First World War. Buber at fi rst thought that the heroic 
mood in Germany had “initiated an epoch of unconditioned action in which 
one realizes one’s Erlebnisse in their fullness and thereby gains ‘a connectedness 
with the Absolute’” (Mendes-Flohr 1989: 18). He initially saw the tragedy of war 
as being of “marginal import compared to the war’s metaphysical signifi cance” 
(Mendes- Flohr 1989: 18).

In May 1916, Landauer wrote to Buber, criticizing both his “perverse” politics 
and the asocial metaphysics from which they were derived. All of Buber’s public 
statements subsequently show him to be completely opposed to the war (Mendes-
 Flohr 1989: 102). Buber also began to address one of the key themes in Landauer’s 
own teaching, the insistence that transformation of inter- human relations is 
needed prior to any attempt to change the quality of spiritual life (ibid.: 19).

Rivka Horwitz off ers a diff erent explanation of Buber’s shift  from the mystical 
quest for unity to the philosophy of dialogue. According to Horwitz, the key factor 
was the infl uence of Rosenzweig. Rosenzweig’s infl uence can be demonstrated 
through a comparison of the text of Buber’s “Religion as Presence” lectures, 
delivered at the Frankfurt Lehrhaus in 1922, to the diff erent draft s of I and Th ou 
(Horowitz 1988: 193–205). On the basis of this comparison, Horwitz argues that 
the dialogical basis of the I–thou was a late addition to a pre- existing structure 
(ibid.: 194) and that many of the inconsistencies and puzzling formulations of I 
and Th ou can be explained, at least in part, as arising from the imperfect fusion of 
two diff erent approaches (ibid.).

In I and Th ou Buber relies on a simple binary distinction to form the foun-
dation of a multifaceted philosophy. Th e two terms, which he introduces on the 
fi rst page of his poetical book, are I–it and the more famous I–thou (Buber 1970: 
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53).1 I–it refers to our ordinary mode of engaging with things in the world. We 
treat them as means to our own ends; we engage with them only on a superfi cial 
level; and our knowledge of them is mediated by concepts and categories. Th ere 
is nothing inherently wrong with this way of relating to objects, and even human 
beings must oft en be related to in the mode of I–it rather than that of I–thou. 
Indeed, Buber acknowledges the absolute necessity of I–it. However, it is of para-
mount importance for Buber that when I relate to an object or person in the mode 
of I–it, I am not fully engaged in the world. Th e self that engages in I–it relations 
is the ‘limited I’.

Buber contrasts this mode of being with the I–thou relation, in which I relate 
to the other with my whole being. In this encounter, I open myself to the other. I 
relinquish any thought of objectives or desired outcomes; and the limited, indi-
rect knowledge of the I–it mode of experience is replaced with a deeper, unmedi-
ated knowledge. Most importantly, for Buber, I emerge from the encounter with 
a sense of confi rmation of my being and an affi  rmation that existence itself is 
meaningful.

Although the I–it/I–thou distinction parallels Buber’s earlier distinction 
between ‘orientation’ and ‘realization’, the crucial diff erence between ‘realization’ 
and I–thou is that, in the latter, unifi cation of self and other is no longer the aim of 
the relation. Buber does, however, see mutuality as a key feature of the fully actual-
ized dialogical relation: just as I address the other as my thou, the other says thou 
to me. Both parties to the encounter emerge from it with a sense of confi rmation 
of their being and the affi  rmation that existence is meaningful.

Buber understands I–thou as potentially functioning in three spheres of rela-
tion: our life with nature; our engagement with fellow human beings; and our 
connection with ‘forms of spirit’, including religious and artistic inspiration as well 
as God or the ‘Eternal Th ou’. He acknowledges that the I–thou with nature cannot 
be fully reciprocal; unlike the relation with human beings, the thou spoken to 
plants and animals “remains at the threshold of language” (1970: 56).

the eternal thou

Buber’s aim in writing I and Th ou was to help overcome the ‘sickness of the age’ 
by awakening his readers to the potential for I–thou relation. He believed that the 
dominance of the I–it mode of being in modern life had nearly destroyed indi-
viduals’ awareness of, and therefore their capacity for, I–thou encounter. Part I of 
I and Th ou, with its highly poetic descriptions of I–thou, is designed to invoke the 
reader’s recollection of their own experience of encounter, and to provoke a desire 

 1. All quotations use Walter Kaufmann’s translation of I and Th ou (Buber 1970). However, for 
the sake of consistency I have followed Ronald Gregor Smith in translating ‘du’ as ‘thou’ 
rather than ‘you’.
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for future I–thou. Th e book is divided into three parts. In the third part, Buber 
introduces a concept that is central to his dialogical philosophy, but only alluded 
to briefl y earlier on: the idea of the Eternal Th ou. Part one states simply that in 
each thou “we address the eternal Th ou” (1970: 57). In part three Buber makes 
it clear that this is not an added extra of I–thou relationships, but is constitutive 
of them. “Th e mediatorship of the Th ou of all beings accounts for the fullness of 
our relationships to them” (ibid.: 123). In other words, to overcome the ‘sickness 
of the age’, we need to not only open ourselves to mutually affi  rming encounters 
with others but at the same time be prepared to address, and be addressed by, the 
Eternal Th ou.

Th e Eternal Th ou cannot be equated with the God of philosophy or even 
the God of much theological discourse. Buber emphatically denied that he was 
a theologian. He insisted that there can be no logos of God: God can only be 
‘addressed’, never ‘asserted’ or ‘expressed’. He refers to God as the ‘Eternal Th ou’ 
because, unlike every other thou, God can never become an it (1970: 147). Th is 
is one of the central claims of Buber’s philosophy of religion. In order to under-
stand it, we must remember that ‘I–it’ and ‘I–thou’ are ‘word pairs’, rather than 
a simple combination of the constituent terms. According to Buber, we do not 
really know what ‘I’, ‘it’ and ‘thou’ are in themselves, we know ‘I’, ‘it’ or ‘thou’ only 
as we experience them in the moment of either I–it relation or I–thou encounter 
(Kohanski 1982: 108). As stated earlier, one of the key characteristics of I–thou 
encounter is that one engages in such a relation with one’s whole being, that is, 
by gathering within oneself all of one’s cognitive, volitional and aff ective experi-
ences and conjoining them into a oneness in one’s own essence (ibid.: 106). Buber 
argues that it is only possible to relate to the Absolute or the Eternal Th ou with 
such wholeness of being, and therefore an I–it relation with God is not possible 
(Kohanski 1982: 108).

According to Buber, God cannot be deduced from either nature or history. 
Rather, the God of whom Buber speaks is “what confronts us immediately and 
fi rst and always” (Buber 1970: 129). As such, even a self- proclaimed atheist can be 
in relation with the Eternal Th ou: “whoever abhors the name and fancies that he 
is godless – when he addresses with his whole devoted being the Th ou of his life 
that cannot be restricted by any other, he addresses God” (ibid.: 124).

Whereas in his earlier writings Buber had presented unity of self and other as 
the ideal form of relation, in I and Th ou he explicitly rejects the ideal of renouncing 
the ego, insisting that “the I is indispensable for any relation, including the highest, 
which always presupposes an I and a Th ou” (ibid.: 126). He does, however, distin-
guish between unifi cation of the soul – in which “all forces are concentrated into 
the core” of the self and distractions are eliminated – and unifi cation with the 
other. Th e former is a necessary stage of preparation for a full spiritual life; the 
latter is a dangerous distraction from the I–thou encounter in the world of the 
everyday (ibid.: 134–5). He also rejects renunciation of the world. According to 
his dialogical philosophy, one actualizes the relation with the Eternal Th ou, not 
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by turning away from the world, but by learning to see the world in the Th ou 
(ibid.: 126).

In the concluding pages of I and Th ou Buber elaborates his vision of a fully 
actualized person and society. Th e ideal would not be to refrain from I–it rela-
tions, which is impossible in any case, but to allow the relation with the Eternal 
Th ou to imbue all of life with meaning. Each person’s life should be so perme-
ated with true I–thou relation that moments of encounter are not transient, like 
“fl ashes of lightning in the dark”; rather, they should be like “a rising moon in a 
clear starry night” (ibid.: 163). Individuals who experience their life in this way 
would form an ideal community, whose centre is the Eternal Th ou. For Buber, it 
is the lines of relation between each person and the Eternal Th ou that create true 
community (ibid.: 163).

I–thou encounter does not simply provide individuals and communities with a 
general affi  rmation that existence is meaningful. In the moment of encounter there 
is also revelation of a commandment. In part one, Buber discusses the process of 
artistic inspiration: a work of art arises when “a human being confronts a form 
that wants to become a work through him” (ibid.: 60). Buber sees both religiosity 
and ethical action as similarly originating in a response to the thou. Encounter 
is a form of revelation, where what is revealed is both the general affi  rmation of 
the meaningfulness of life, and a more specifi c commandment to the particular 
individual. In the same way that the artist cannot express in words the form that 
presents itself in encounter, but can only attempt to create the artwork itself, the 
person who receives revelation cannot articulate its content to others, but can only 
strive to fulfi l the commanded deed.

For Buber, the ethical and religious spheres merge in the individual’s sponta-
neous encounter with the Eternal Th ou (Kohanski 1982: 93). His ethics is ulti-
mately based on the self ’s relation to the Eternal Th ou. Buber presents his approach 
to responsibility as the transcendence of normative ethics. “Duties and obligations 
one has only towards the stranger”, he writes. But someone who “always has God 
before him” will be kind and loving towards others, and able – indeed, required 
– to leave the third- person dictates of ethics behind (Buber 1970: 157). Buber 
acknowledges that inherited precepts can be helpful (1967b: 718), but argues that 
a universally valid systematic ethics, which could dictate in advance the correct 
response in a given situation, is impossible (ibid.: 717). According to his phil-
osophy, there is no way of knowing in advance when it will be suffi  cient to act 
in accordance with traditional moral prescriptions and when one will need to 
forge one’s own response to a unique situation. For Buber, the key point is that 
whether I choose to follow traditional teachings or to create my own response, I 
am equally responsible for the course of action I choose. My task is to discern the 
correct course of behaviour as a response to the relation with the Eternal Th ou. 
Although his emphasis on spontaneity has led some critics to suggest that his 
ethics is relativistic, Buber strenuously denied the charge: “I have never made a 
secret of the fact that I cannot hold the decision of a man … as to what is right 
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and wrong in a certain situation to be a decision valid in itself. In my view, rather, 
he must understand himself as standing every moment under the judgment of 
God” (ibid.: 719).

Buber’s insistence that revelation is without expressible content diff erentiates 
him from mainstream Jewish theology. However, he does not deny that Judaism 
has content in the form of dogmas. On the contrary, the notions of revelation, 
monotheism and human freedom are central to his understanding of Judaism 
(Breslauer 1980: 119). Emil Fackenheim explains the philosophical reasoning that 
allows Buber both to describe revelation as ‘without expressible content’ and to 
maintain concepts such as revelation and monotheism. According to Fackenheim, 
Buber is able to reject doctrinal statements about God and still know that God is 
eternal and infi nite, because these attributes are not known through speculation 
but through I–Th ou2 encounter itself (Fackenheim 1967: 287). God’s eternity and 
infi nity are, in eff ect, the minimum content of any revelation. Similarly, human 
freedom for Buber is not a postulate of reason but something that is concretely 
revealed in the I–Th ou encounter: one discovers one’s own freedom to respond.

At the same time as revealing God’s eternity and human freedom, the moment 
of encounter also includes specifi c content. Fackenheim explains that this is 
possible because in each encounter there remains an independent human I and 
the I, of course, is fi nite and temporal. Th e Eternal Th ou speaks to the human I 
in its concrete situation. Th e specifi c content of the revelation is thus a mixture 
of the divine speech and human response (ibid.: 287–8). Th is idea is similar to a 
traditional Jewish view of prophecy: according to Moses Maimonides (see Vol. 2, 
Ch. 11), all of the prophets, with the exception of Moses, transformed the word of 
God even as they transmitted it.3

For Buber, every human being is in this sense potentially a prophet: able to 
enter into I–Th ou relation with the Eternal Th ou and receive a specifi c command-
ment through revelation. Buber, however, insists that the revelation is ‘without 
expressible content’ because he is convinced of the impossibility of ascertaining 
precisely which elements of the revelation constitute, as it were, the pure word of 
God, and which aspects are contributed by the human being. Th is is true of ethical 
decision- making, religious responsiveness and biblical interpretation.

revelation and interpretation

Buber’s concern about biblical interpretation in particular is emphasized in one 
of the episodes of his “Autobiographical Fragments”. In “Samuel and Agag”, Buber 
recounts a journey with an acquaintance, an observant Jew. Th ey found themselves 

 2. I have reserved the use of capitalization of the word ‘Th ou’ in ‘I–Th ou’ for contexts that 
refer specifi cally to the encounter with the ‘Eternal Th ou’. 

 3. Moses Maimonides, Mishne Torah, Hilkhot Yesodey HaTorah 7:6.
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discussing the Book of Samuel and, within it, the episode in which King Saul is 
told by the prophet that he will be punished for having spared the life of Agag, the 
conquered prince of the Amalekites. Agag protested to Samuel, “Surely the bitter-
ness of death is past” (1 Samuel 15:32), but was nevertheless hewn to pieces by the 
prophet. Buber told his companion, “I have never been able to believe that this is 
a message of God”. Questioned by his interlocutor, Buber went on to explain his 
belief that Samuel had misunderstood God and, much to his relief, his companion 
concurred with this idea. Commenting on this exchange, Buber refl ects at length 
on the diffi  culty of separating God’s word from human additions and distortions:

Man is so created that he can understand, but does not have to under-
stand, what God says to him … Already in hearing he blends together 
command of heaven and statute of earth, revelation to the existing 
being and the orientation that he arranges himself. Even the holy 
scriptures of man are not excluded, not even the Bible. (1967a: 32)

Th e passage presents Buber’s explanation of how Saul could make such a grave 
error. But the continuation of the passage complicates matters further. Although 
Buber asserts that nothing could make him “believe in a God who punishes 
Saul because he has not murdered his enemy”,4 he nevertheless qualifi es the 
statement:

And yet even today I still cannot read the passage that tells this other-
wise than with fear and trembling. But not it alone. Always when I 
have to translate or to interpret a biblical text, I do so with fear and 
trembling, in an inescapable tension between the word of God and the 
words of Man. (Ibid.: 33)

If Buber was so certain that God would not punish Saul for refraining from 
murder, why did he read the passage with fear and trembling? Although this 
seems paradoxical, it fi ts with Buber’s account of ethics and his general dialog-
ical philosophy. As discussed above, Buber sees ethics as being absolute, because 
in every situation one’s actions are subject to divine judgement, yet at the same 
time, there is no universal law or code of ethics that can be consulted and simply 
followed. Th e agent is fully responsible for their choice of action, but has no way 
of knowing for sure that the choice is the correct one. Similarly, Buber’s awareness 
that human beings mix their own ideas with divine revelation, in such a way that 
it is diffi  cult to know how to separate the two, entails an understanding that any 

 4. Th is is perhaps one of the statements that led Emmanuel Levinas to charge that Buber 
sometimes “reads the Bible as if he possessed the entire Holy Spirit all by himself ” (Levinas 
1994: 13).
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human interpretation of Scripture is potentially mistaken or distorted – including 
Buber’s own.

Buber’s view that divine revelation can never enter the world in an undistorted 
form leads him to be critical of organized religion. He distinguishes between 
‘religiosity’ – the spontaneous response to the unconditioned or the Eternal Th ou 
– and ‘religion’, that is, formal systems of laws, rituals and ceremonies (Kohanski 
1982: 157). According to Buber’s understanding, religions emerge from genuine, 
spontaneous encounters with the Eternal Th ou. However, the I–Th ou relation is 
by its nature fl eeting, lacking continuity in both time and space. Human beings 
tend to try to overcome this; they turn God into an ‘object of faith’ to fi ll the gaps 
between moments of encounter, and they create cultic practices to represent the 
community’s relationship to God. Over time, communal prayer and an objecti-
fi ed faith fi rst supplement, and then eventually replace, genuine relation with God 
(Buber 1970: 162). As a reaction to this, reformers arise who try to reintroduce 
spontaneity and genuine encounter to religious life.

Given this understanding of the development of religions, it is not surprising 
that Buber’s approach to Judaism focuses on biblical texts (representing moments 
of genuine encounter) and Hasidism (an attempt at reintroducing spontaneity 
and genuine encounter) rather than on rabbinic texts and halacha (Jewish law). 
Buber sees a unifying theme in the diff erent books and genres of the Bible: it is 
concerned with I–Th ou encounters with God, or in the words of his 1926 essay 
“Th e Man of Today and the Jewish Bible”, with “the encounter between a group 
of people and the Lord of the world in the course of history” (1982: 1). According 
to Buber, despite their diff erences, all genres of biblical writing engage with this 
theme:

Either openly or by implication, the stories are reports of encounters. 
Th e songs lament the denial of the grace of encounter, plead that it 
may be repeated, or give thanks because it has been vouchsafed. Th e 
prophecies summon man who has gone astray to turn, to return to the 
region where the encounter took place, promising him that the torn 
bond shall once more be made whole. (Ibid.: 1)

Th e Bible is therefore able to speak to readers of all generations because it deals 
with a timeless concern: the yearning for encounter with the Eternal Th ou.

Buber was, however, less enthusiastic in his assessment of rabbinic literature. 
Although he found much of religious value in the aggadic (non- legal) portions 
of the Talmud, the rabbinic emphasis on study and obedience of halacha (Jewish 
law) is clearly in tension with Buber’s own emphasis on spontaneity and openness 
in the religious and moral sphere. He was frustrated by both the legalism of the 
ancient rabbis and the rationalism of much subsequent Jewish philosophy, and felt 
the need to “extricate the unique character of Jewish religiosity from the rubble 
with which rabbinism and rationalism have covered it” (1967c: 81). Buber saw in 
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the aggadic portions of the Talmud, including stories about the lives and teach-
ings of the sages, a truer expression of the authentic religious spirit of Judaism. 
He was particularly interested in the ‘teaching’ to which the texts bear witness. 
Buber’s concept of such teaching involves a person who is a living model of religi-
osity, whose teaching cannot be reduced to a set of ideas that can be transmitted 
in verbal form (Breslauer 1980: 50). Th is concept of ‘teaching’ is a sort of human 
analogue of the revelation ‘without expressible content’ that results from the 
encounter with the Eternal Th ou.

Unlike his contemporary Leo Baeck, who saw rabbinic Judaism as a harmo-
nious blend of law and folklore, Buber believed that the tension between halacha 
and aggadah meant that rabbinic Judaism was not unifi ed and therefore could 
not provide a healthy model of Jewish religiosity (ibid.: 51). Instead, he turned 
to Hasidism as a contemporary model of authentic Judaism. He thought that 
Hasidism succeeded where rabbinic Judaism had failed; it integrated structure 
and spirituality and “cultivated the growth of the religious ideal – a life lived in the 
categories of ‘teaching’” (ibid.: 53). Hasidism was not “a teaching which was real-
ized by its adherents in this or that measure, but a way of life” (Buber 1958: 41).

Gershom Scholem and other scholars have criticized Buber’s collections of 
Hasidic tales and his understanding of Hasidism. However, scholarly concerns 
as to the historic accuracy of Buber’s presentation need not detain us. Hasidism 
represents, for Buber, a concrete example of a community that embodies true 
religiosity. Buber’s (admittedly idealized) Hasidic community has God, or the 
Eternal Th ou, at its centre. Its members do not see their religion as simply a body 
of laws and dogmas, but as a holistic way of life. Th eir teachers, the tzaddikim 
(saintly, righteous people), are examples of righteous living, whose teaching 
cannot be separated from their own individual personalities and life stories, and 
their rebbes (teachers and spiritual leaders) do not allow legalism and tradition 
to stifl e the drive towards religious innovation that results from selfl ess atten-
tion to the address of the Eternal Th ou (Breslauer 1980: 60). Buber himself never 
became a Hasid, nor did he expect his readers to do so. But he saw himself as a 
true disciple of the Hasidic masters, in that he was able to transmit the religious 
teaching of Hasidism in a new age and context.

the eclipse of god

Buber’s own writings, however, open the possibility that neither his general phil-
osophy of religion nor his renewal of Hasidic teaching is entirely adequate in a 
post- Holocaust age. As noted above, part three of I and Th ou shows that Buber saw 
a relationship with the Eternal Th ou as essential to ethics, to authentic communal 
life and to providing the individual with confi rmation that human life is mean-
ingful. Yet the possibility of such a relationship in a post- Holocaust age is called 
into question by many Jewish thinkers, not least by Buber himself.
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Buber’s use of the phrase ‘eclipse of God’ to describe the contemporary age is 
well known. Th e phrase evokes the traditional Jewish notion of hester panim (‘the 
hiding of the face’) and may sound as though it were used by Buber specifi cally 
to describe the silence, or absence, of God during the Holocaust. In fact, Buber 
used the phrase to refer to the entire twentieth century, which he saw as a time of 
spiritual and moral decline. Th e closing pages of Eclipse of God repeat an idea fi rst 
presented in I and Th ou: the contemporary age is ‘sick’, and its sickness consists in 
the ever- increasing preponderance of I–it:

Th e I of this relation, an I that possesses all, makes all, succeeds with 
all, this I that is unable to say Th ou, unable to meet a being essentially, 
is the lord of the hour. Th is selfh ood that has become omnipotent, 
with all the It around it, can naturally acknowledge neither God nor 
any genuine absolute which manifests itself to men as of non- human 
origin. It steps in between and shuts off  from us the light of heaven.  
 (1952: 167)

It is interesting to note, however, that Buber did not end the book with this image 
of despair. Indeed, as Fackenheim observed (1970: 61), the impermanence of an 
eclipse means that it is, in a sense, a hopeful image. Buber himself wrote, “Th e 
eclipse of the light of God is no extinction; even tomorrow that which has stepped 
in between may give way” (1952: 167).

Th e image of an ‘eclipse of God’ is consonant with a major theme of Buber’s 
biblical hermeneutics: that of the alternation between the presence and absence of 
God in the history of Israel. In his 1949 work Th e Prophetic Faith, Buber traces the 
changing nature of the relationship between God and Israel. He emphasizes the 
intimacy of God with the patriarchs and with Moses, and explores the distancing 
that occurs at other times, such as when the Israelites sin by worshipping the 
golden calf (Exodus 32). Moses and subsequent prophets attempt to overcome 
this distance by bringing the people back to the true service of God. Much of Th e 
Prophetic Faith emphasizes the role of human decision- making in bringing the 
Messiah, and as such fails to address the issues raised by the Holocaust. However, 
Buber does discuss the suff ering of the innocent in the fi nal chapter. He focuses 
on the ‘suff ering Messiah’ of Deutero- Isaiah, and also draws on the Book of Job 
and the Psalms to further develop the theme. Buber does not explicitly link these 
texts to the Shoah; nevertheless, it seems likely that Buber concluded the work 
with images of human suff ering as a way of struggling with the theological issues 
raised by the Holocaust (Kepnes 1992: 136).

Nevertheless, in Th e Prophetic Faith Buber’s reading of Job emphasizes not the 
antitheodic moment of protest, but the eventual re- establishment of Job’s rela-
tionship with God. At the end of the story, Job experiences God only “through 
suff ering and contradiction, but even in this way he does experience God” (Buber 
1949b: 192). Buber presents the Book of Job as a tale that “narrates the man of 
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suff ering, who by his suff ering attained the vision of God” (ibid.: 197). Ultimately, 
this reading of Job focuses more on the conditions that make religious encounter 
possible than it does on the problem of evil (Braiterman 1998: 64).

By contrast, his 1952 essay “Th e Dialogue between Heaven and Earth”, which 
also comments on Job, explicitly addresses the post- Holocaust situation and 
reaches a very diff erent conclusion. Buber asks, “how is life with God still possible 
in a time in which there is an Auschwitz?” (1967c: 224). He understands that a 
person might still ‘believe in’ a God who permitted the Shoah to happen, but he 
questions the possibility of encounter with the Eternal Th ou in the aft ermath of 
the Holocaust.

Can one still hear His word? Can one still, as an individual and as a 
people, enter at all into a dialogical relationship with Him? Dare we 
recommend to the survivors of Auschwitz, the Job of the gas chambers: 
‘Give thanks unto the Lord, for He is good; for His mercy endureth 
forever’? (1967c: 224)5

By raising the question as to the possibility of dialogical relationship with God, 
Buber implicitly acknowledges that the basis of his entire philosophy of religion 
may be called into question by the Shoah. A central claim of I and Th ou was that 
God is always present: it is human beings who absent themselves from the rela-
tionship (1970: 147). In “Dialogue between Heaven and Earth”, Buber does not 
suggest that the ‘eclipse of God’ is the fault of human beings; the corollary of this 
lack of responsibility is that we do not have the power to bring about the end of 
the ‘eclipse’. Th e concluding paragraph of the essay suggests that the most that 
can be expected of the Jewish people is that they await God’s reappearance, in a 
stance that combines faithfulness with the willingness to ‘contend’ with God and 
to recognize his cruelty:

And we? We – by this is meant all those who have not got over what 
happened and will not get over it. Do we stand overcome before the 
hidden face of God like the tragic hero of the Greeks before faceless 
fate? No, rather even now we contend, we too, with God, even with 
Him, the Lord of Being, whom we once chose for our Lord. We do 
not put up with earthly being, we struggle for its redemption, and 
struggling we appeal to the help of the Lord, who is again and still a 
hiding one. In such a state we await His voice, whether it comes out 
of the storm or out of a stillness that follows it. Th ough His coming 

 5. Buber is quoting a verse from Psalms that is one of the refrains of Hallel (a liturgical expres-
sion of praise of God the Redeemer).
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appearance resembles no earlier one, we shall recognize again our 
cruel and merciful Lord. (1967c: 225)

Despite the antitheodic tone of these remarks and his recognition that “a time in 
which there is an Auschwitz” is a fundamentally altered reality, Buber never revised 
his dialogical thought to accord more fully with this changed reality. He consist-
ently maintained that the teaching of the I–thou relation was the most important 
insight in his life’s work, and he eventually argued that the eclipse of God was not 
something that “breaks off  the divine revelation”; rather, it was an event “between 
God and man” (Friedman 1986: 173). In his fi nal words on the eclipse of God, 
Buber cautiously intimated that he himself had begun to perceive “a revelation 
through the hiding of the face, a speaking through the silence” (Buber 1967b: 
716). However, in keeping with his own teaching that the revelation of I–Th ou is 
one without expressible content, Buber did not elaborate; instead, he warned the 
reader: “He, however, who today knows nothing other to say than ‘See, there, it 
grows lighter!’ he leads into error” (ibid.: 716).
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9
jacques maritain

Peter A. Redpath

Jacques Maritain (1882–1973), maternal grandson of Jules Favre, a leading archi-
tect of the Th ird French Republic, was the only son of a divorced, virulently anti-
 Catholic, Protestant, rationalist mother, Geneviève Favre and her lawyer husband, 
Paul Maritain. Maritain spent 1898–9 studying at the Lycée Henri IV, where he 
became friends with Ernest Renan’s grandson Ernest Psichari. In 1900 Maritain 
began studies at the Sorbonne, where he met his Jewish girlfriend and later wife, 
Raïssa Oumançoff , as well as Étienne Gilson and Charles Péguy, who took Jacques 
and Raïssa to attend Henri Bergson’s course at the Collège de France. In 1905 he 
met his spiritual godfather, Léon Bloy. An early and outspoken opponent of anti-
 Semitism before the Second World War, Maritain was later appointed by Charles 
de Gaulle as leader of the Free French in the United States and as his representa-
tive to President Franklin D. Roosevelt during the war. A political liberal, turned 
conservative, turned again liberal, maybe turned again conservative, Maritain was 
actively involved in major political issues of his day. He was a personal friend, 
among others, of Mortimer J. Adler, Saul Alinsky, Marc Chagall, Paul Claudel, Jean 
Cocteau, Dorothea Day, Caroline Gordon, Julien Green, John Howard Griffi  n, 
Robert M. Hutchins, Walter Lippmann, Gabriel Marcel, Th omas Merton, Pope 
Paul VI, Yves R. Simon and Allen Tate. Aft er the Second World War, de Gaulle 
appointed Maritain French ambassador to the Vatican. Together with Gilson, 
Maritain was a major architect in designing and founding the United Nations and 
UNESCO, and was a chief author of the UN Declaration on Human Rights. He was 
recipient of Pope Paul’s “Message to Intellectuals” at the close of Vatican Council 
II, probably the chief infl uence on the development of post- Second World War 
Christian democratic movements throughout Europe and Latin America, and a 
main architect of the recent worldwide reconciliation between Catholics and Jews. 
Mortimer J. Adler has called him one of the three great philosophers of the twen-
tieth century, Gilson and Bergson being the other two. Maritain’s major writings 
include: Antisemitism, Approaches to God, Bergsonian Philosophy and Th omism, 
Art and Scholasticism, A Christian Looks at the Jewish Question, Creative Intuition 
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in Art and Poetry, Th e Dream of Descartes, Distinguish to Unite or the Degrees of 
Knowledge, Education at the Crossroads, Existence and the Existent, Th e Peasant of 
the Garonne, Th e Person and the Common Good, A Preface to Metaphysics: Seven 
Lectures on Being, Th e Range of Reason, Scholasticism and Politics, Refl ections on 
America, Th e Twilight of Civilization and Science and Wisdom.

Some readers of a book on the philosophy of religion might fi nd startling the 
claim that Jacques Maritain never composed a work devoted to the philosophy 
of religion considered as such. Sometimes, the truth startles. A simple glance at 
the contents of the University of Notre Dame Jacques Maritain Center’s Collected 
Works of Jacques Maritain or the sixteen- volume Fribourg (Switzerland) edition 
entitled Oeuvres complètes de Jacques et Raïssa Maritain (Th e complete works 
of Jacques and Raïssa Maritain; 1982– ) reveals no title that Maritain devoted 
precisely to a study of the philosophy of religion. And some leading Maritain 
scholars readily admit that Maritain never wrote a work chiefl y concerned with 
the philosophy of religion.

Since Maritain apparently never wrote an article or book specifi cally devoted 
to the philosophy of religion, anyone studying his works will have to compose 
such a philosophy from Maritain’s existing writings. For many reasons, doing so 
is a diffi  cult task.

To some extent Maritain had no philosophy of religion because (i) his life was 
his philosophy of religion and (ii) he never adequately distinguished his under-
standing of philosophy from his understanding of Christian theology. Ralph M. 
McInerny says, “Maritain was a philosopher who metamorphosed into a theo-
logian” (2003: 3). Whether or not McInerny’s claim is precisely true, there is no 
disputing his observation that the only way we can correctly understand Maritain’s 
life is in terms of “the quest for Christian perfection, for sanctity” (ibid.: 210).

Th ere is also no disputing that, from his mid twenties onwards, Maritain 
consciously considered himself to philosophize as a Th omist philosopher (see 
Vol. 2, Ch. 13, “Th omas Aquinas”). In 1908, shortly aft er his 1906 conversion 
to Catholicism, he reported experiencing an “irreducible confl ict between the 
‘conceptual pronouncements’” of his newly acquired faith and the Bergsonian 
philosophical doctrine that freed him “from the idols of materialism” of the 
Sorbonne and had helped save him and Raïssa from committing suicide (cited in 
Raïssa Maritain 1945: 198–210).

At that time, Maritain reported, he had not yet become acquainted with the 
teachings of Th omas Aquinas:

My philosophical refl ection leaned upon the indestructible truth of 
objects presented by faith in order to restore the natural order of the 
intelligence to being, and to recognize the ontological bearing of the 
work of reason. Th enceforth, in affi  rming to myself, without chicanery 
or diminution, the authentic value as reality of our human instruments 
of knowledge, I was already a Th omist without knowing it. When, 
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several months later, I was to meet the Summa Th eologica, I would 
erect no obstacle to its luminous fl ood. (cited ibid.: 210)

From that time on, in short, we may correctly state that, consciously aware of it or 
not, Maritain sought to philosophize sub illuminatione Sancti Th omae (under the 
illumination of St Th omas).

what maritain’s philosophy of religion could not have been

Th is way of philosophizing constitutes part of the complexity of Maritain’s thought 
for contemporary students. Today, in popular speech, we oft en identify ‘religion’ 
with ‘God- talk’. We tend to think that all talk about God is a sort of religious 
speech. As a student of ancient philosophy and Aquinas, and a Catholic, Maritain 
would not make this sort of identifi cation. All these traditions maintain, as many 
people still do today, that a person can talk about God, can accept God’s existence, 
and not be religious.

Among other disciplines, ancient philosophers talked about gods in what they 
called ‘theology’, or as a branch of ‘metaphysics’, and in ethics. During the Middle 
Ages, Christian theologians started to distinguish the ‘theology’ of the ancient 
philosophers from the ‘revealed theology’ of Jews and Christians. Th ey called 
‘natural theology’ the philosophical theology, or theodicy, that investigated ques-
tions such as the possibility of proving God’s existence by human reason unaided 
by grace- inspired faith. Th ey called ‘revealed theology’ the supernatural theology 
that used faith- inspired reason to investigate God’s revelation concerning human 
salvation.

When Maritain philosophized he consciously turned to Aquinas’ revealed theo-
logical teaching (a teaching richly infl uenced by ancient philosophy). Aquinas well 
knew that for ancient philosophers such as Socrates, Plato and Aristotle (see Vol. 
1, Chs 4, 5), every art or science presupposes, it does not prove, the existence of its 
subject. Th e science of dentistry, for example, does not prove the existence of teeth 
nor the science of medicine the existence of unhealthy people. Since Maritain well 
knew that, to some extent, God is the subject of revealed theology and philosophy 
of religion, he well knew that no science of theology or philosophy of religion can 
prove God’s existence.

Nonetheless, Maritain maintained that human beings had many ways of 
knowing God’s existence. Philosophically, we could demonstrate God’s exist-
ence from a knowledge that starts in observing the behaviour of sensible things. 
Maritain thought that this is the way philosophers start to demonstrate every-
thing. Maritain recognized that Aquinas’ famous ‘fi ve ways’ of reasoning from 
eff ect to cause (demonstratio quia) to God’s existence proceeded in this way. He 
thought that all philosophical knowledge must, in some way, trace its origin to 
original sense knowledge.
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But Maritain also recognized that other ways existed to come to a knowledge 
of God’s existence unaided by supernatural faith. For example, he maintained that 
we can have a pre- philosophical, rational, “virtually metaphysical” knowledge of 
God’s existence. Th is reportedly comes to us through a “primordial intuition” that 
we experience when we realize that the existence of other things threatens our 
existence by revealing to us our liability to death and nothingness. Simultaneously, 
and analogously, it reveals to us the utter independence of absolute existence over 
ourselves and other things (1967: 18–19).

Maritain also proposed a ‘sixth way’ of demonstrating God’s existence from 
an intellectual intuition that we experience when we are able to raise our minds 
above sense and imagination and are concerned “with intelligible objects alone” 
(Maritain 1967: 70). In this act of contemplation, the spiritual operation of thought, 
Maritain maintains, we raise ourselves above time and experience ourselves as 
always existing, as existing in our cause. Th e self- as- thinking exists in the imme-
diate present, in a spiritual way, devoid of movement, with no knowledge of past 
or future, superior to time (ibid.: 70–76).

what maritain’s philosophy of religion should have been

Given Aquinas’ heavy infl uence on Maritain, if we wish to understand Maritain’s 
philosophy of religion, prudence dictates that we fi rst turn to Aquinas to get a 
general understanding of how Aquinas considered the nature of religion. When 
we do so, we fi nd Aquinas in the Summa theologiae (II.2.80.1) initially considering 
religion as a moral virtue, as “a potential part” (that is, species) of justice because 
the Roman rhetorician Marcus Tullius Cicero (see Vol. 1, Ch. 8) stated that reli-
gion “consists in conducting devotions and ceremonies to some superior nature, 
which people call divine” (ibid.).

Th e Catholic theologian Aquinas cited the pagan rhetorician Cicero to start to 
make intelligible the nature of religion because (i) Aquinas understood the theo-
logian’s job to involve the use of philosophy as a handmaiden to theology, and (ii) 
as he indicates in his Commentary on the Metaphysics of Aristotle (5.1.22), he well 
understood that philosophy, as the ancient Greeks and the Romans who followed 
them practised it, studied real relations and proper acts (essential accidents, or prop-
erties) of proximate acting subjects, of real beings causing real, universal, actions. 
For example, the acting subject ‘Socrates the musician’ is the universal, proximate, 
acting subject and generic cause of all the many specifi c musical acts (eff ects) that 
the habit of music enables Socrates to produce. Th ese eff ects are diff erent in kind 
from those that the proximate acting subject ‘Socrates the mathematician’ or the 
proximate acting subject ‘Socrates the physician’ produces because they arise from 
diff erent habits and manifest diff erent properties. While Socrates as Socrates is not 
essentially a mathematician, musician or physician, if Socrates happens to be a 
mathematician, musician or physician, he has properties that result from possessing 
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these respective habits, properties that necessarily – that is, of their nature – make 
him a generically diff erent acting subject.

Religion is an act, an act that free (moral) agents produce. Th rough their moral 
habits or virtues, free agents are the proximate acting subjects, the concrete causes 
(universal, or generic, causes) of specifi c religious acts just as the sun is the indi-
vidually existing, concrete universal, or generic, cause of all the eff ects (species) 
it produces in the things it heats (Owens 1981: 148–65); and these eff ects analo-
gously relate to the sun as their common cause or principle. No sun: no eff ects that 
the sun’s heat produces. No individual free agents: no many, specifi c, analogously 
related religious acts. Hence, since philosophy studies concrete universals, cause–
eff ect relations of substances as acting natures, real, proximate, generic, proper 
causes of many specifi c real actions (eff ects) that exist in these eff ects as their 
subject causes and fi rst principles, the philosophical study of religion involves 
studying religious acts in light of their proximate, real, or concrete, generic, proper, 
or universal fi rst principles and causes.

Aquinas’ Commentary on the Metaphysics of Aristotle (7.1.22) indicates that he 
clearly understood philosophy to be the study of acting natures, of the concrete 
one and many, concrete genera, single causal natures naturally existing, in anal-
ogous ways, through their causal effi  cacy, in their many eff ects. Philosophy is 
not the study of abstract natures or essences. Logicians, not philosophers, study 
abstract essences. Philosophers chiefl y study acting natures, not abstract essences. 
Hence, as Armand A. Maurer correctly notes (1963: 75), logicians chiefl y talk in a 
univocal way. Th eir job is to refer one defi nition to many subjects in identically the 
same way, or according to the same relationship. But the philosopher’s job is more 
nuanced. It demands the ability to refer one defi nition to many subjects in some-
what the same, somewhat diff erent ways, or according to diff erent relationships.

Hence, Aquinas tells us (Summa theologiae II.2.80.1) that the demands of a 
morally virtuous life give rise to, or cause, many specifi c kinds of just acts that we 
refer to an acting subject in many diff erent ways (analogously). Th e moral virtue of 
justice necessarily inclines its possessor to perform many acts, such as to pay debts 
of one sort or another to render another person his or her due. A moral debt is one 
we have to satisfy to fulfi l the demands of living a morally virtuous life, but we fulfi l 
it in many ways. Hence we have to talk about religious activities in many diff erent 
ways while referring to one chief defi nition that expresses religious action.

Because we can consider a debt from the perspective of the person owing or 
the person to whom something is owed (ibid.), Aquinas distinguishes the many 
species of justice that the virtue of religion involves by considering diverse kinds 
of human relationships (for example, to our parents, the state, God) and the 
demands these sorts of relationships place on us. By so doing, he concludes that, 
properly considered, “religion imports a relation to God” (ibid.).

Since, for Aquinas, religion imports a relation to God, and since Aquinas 
states (Summa theologiae II.2.81.5) that religion is a part of justice, religion is 
a moral, not a theological or intellectual, virtue. As such, strictly speaking, the 
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subject matter of a Maritainian philosophy of religion should not be revelation, or 
revealed theology. Nor should it properly consider the relationship between faith 
and reason.

Th e subject matter of the virtue of religion is fi tting worship of God. Such being 
the case, fi tting worship of God, not God’s existence, or the problem of the rela-
tion of faith and reason, is the proper subject matter of a genuine Maritainian 
philosophy of religion.

Since we are physical and psychological beings, Aquinas says (Summa theolo-
giae II.2.81.7) that we fi ttingly worship God through internal and external acts. 
We do so for our own, not God’s, perfection, because subjection to a legitimate 
superior perfects every inferior being. Consequently, the philosophy of religion 
should be the practical philosophical study of the proper internal and external 
human acts (the eff ects of the virtue of religion) that befi t God the creator and 
governor of the universe. In short, Aquinas says (Summa theologiae II.2.82–91) 
religion is identical with sanctity, or holiness: with that principle of internal and 
external acts that dispose us properly to reverence God, such as devotion, prayer, 
adoration, sacrifi ce, off erings, tithes, vows, oaths and invocations.

necessary points of consideration

We cannot possibly do justice to any philosopher’s teaching unless we fi rst know 
what that philosopher thinks philosophy to be. Hence, we cannot possibly do 
justice to constructing a Maritainian philosophy of religion unless we fi rst know 
what Maritain thought philosophy to be. By this point, I have established beyond 
reasonable doubt what, as Th omistic, a Maritainian philosophy of religion should 
be: a practical study, the ethical study, of the causes of sanctity or holiness and the 
internal and external acts that are proper to such a life. Maritain would concur 
with McInerny that, “A religious person is one whose life is devoted to the acqui-
sition of perfection, of holiness” (2003: 49).

Having determined the subject matter of a Maritainian philosophy of religion 
(sanctity), what remains for me at this point is to: discuss Maritain’s understanding 
of philosophy; explain why Maritain’s failure to understand classical philosophy 
makes it diffi  cult for us to construct a Maritainian philosophy of religion; and 
summarize the contents of a Maritainian philosophy of religion.

maritain’s understanding of philosophy

Maritain’s understanding of philosophy is identical with his understanding of 
ancient Greek philosophy. Maritain rightly understood (1959: 100–108; 1968: 
100) that, in some way, sense- knowledge constituted the fi rst principle of phil-
osophy for all the leading ancient Greek philosophers.
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Th e reason for this is simple. First principles are starting- points. And the starting-
 point of philosophy is something that, in some way, we know. If we know nothing we 
can ask no questions; and if we can question nothing, we can never do philosophy. 
Since the things we know through our senses and the senses through which we know 
them (not logical premises, Cartesian doubt, faith, impossible dreams of pure reason, 
or anything else) are the starting- points of all human knowledge, sensible beings and 
human sense faculties are philosophy’s remote fi rst principles. Since sensory know-
ledge is the starting- point of all human knowledge, and philosophy’s starting- point is 
human knowledge and human experience, sensory knowledge to some extent must 
be a remote fi rst principle of philosophy for everyone, everywhere, for all time.

Maritain maintained this simple philosophical truth with unswerving zeal. At 
the same time, he realized that philosophy is more than a sensing being and a 
being sensed. Th ese fi rst principles of human knowledge are necessary, not suffi  -
cient, conditions of philosophical activity.

Maritain nominally defi ned philosophy as “human wisdom” or “wisdom insofar 
as it is accessible to human nature” (1959: xiii). By wisdom accessible to human 
nature he understood philosophy to be “the scientifi c study of purely rational 
truths” (ibid.: 33). As a “science” Maritain understood philosophy to be “certain 
knowledge of causes” (ibid.: 76). As human knowledge of purely rational truths, he 
understood philosophy to be knowing the evidence of its object (objective formal 
principles, essences, or “fi rst causes or highest principles in the natural order”) by 
the natural faculty of the human intellect (ibid.: 77–8).

Hence, Maritain said “that the philosopher does not seek the explanation 
nearest to the phenomena perceived by our senses, but the explanation most 
remote from them, the ultimate explanation” (ibid.: 78). Philosophy concerns 
“fi rst causes, highest principles, or ultimate explanations” (ibid.: 78). Maritain 
maintained that philosophy’s material object, or subject matter, is everything. Its 
formal object, or aspect under which it studies everything, “is the fi rst causes or 
highest principles of things in so far as these causes or principles belong to the 
natural order” (ibid.: 79). (By natural order, he did not mean the physical order. 
He meant a non- supernatural order.)

Strictly considered, Maritain maintained that philosophy is metaphysics, or 
wisdom, because “it is the province of wisdom to study the highest causes” (ibid.: 
80). Th us, philosophy “grasps the entire universe in a small number of principles 
and enriches the intellect without burdening it” (ibid.). Considering philosophy 
in general to be a body, and metaphysics to be its head, Maritain defi ned “phil-
osophy in general as a universal body of sciences whose formal standpoint is fi rst 
causes (whether absolutely fi rst causes or principles, the formal object of meta-
physics, or the fi rst causes in a particular order, the formal object of the other 
branches of philosophy)” (ibid.: 80). Given this defi nition, he maintained “that 
metaphysics alone deserves the name wisdom absolutely speaking (simpliciter), 
the remaining branches of philosophy only relatively or from a particular point of 
view (secundum quid)” (ibid.: 80).
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maritain’s misunderstanding of classical philosophy

In defi ning philosophy in general as a universal body of sciences, Maritain mistak-
enly thought he was following “the ancients”. He said, “Th e ancients understood by 
the term philosophy the sum- total of the main branches of scientifi c study (physics, 
or the science of nature; mathematics, or the science of being as such; logic; and 
ethics)” (1959: 80 n.1). Maritain oft en used the term ‘ancients’ in an eccentric way to 
refer to classical thinkers, such as ancient Greeks and Romans, and/or to medieval 
thinkers. If by ‘ancients’ he meant ancient Greek philosophers, his claim is false.

None of the leading ancient Greek philosophers understood philosophy in this 
sort of nominalistic and logically and metaphysically reductionistic fashion. Socrates, 
Plato and Aristotle did not think of philosophy as a universal body of sciences. Th ey 
thought of philosophy in terms of a habit of soul, as did Maritain’s mentor, Aquinas. 
Maurer (1974) has established beyond reasonable doubt that, in the tradition of 
the ancients, (i) Aquinas chiefl y understood philosophy to be a human habit, not a 
system or body of knowledge, and (ii) the notion of philosophy as a ‘system’ or body 
of knowledge arose with William Ockham (see Vol. 2, Ch. 15).

Maritain’s misunderstanding of the nature of classical philosophy caused him 
to make several other mistakes regarding the nature of philosophy. He maintained 
that: (i) we fi nd philosophy’s basis in “common sense considered as the under-
standing of self- evident fi rst principles”; (ii) philosophy’s “matter is experience, 
and its facts the simplest and most obvious facts – the starting- point from which 
it rises to the causes and grounds which constitute the ultimate explanation”; and 
(iii) philosophy’s “formal principles are the fi rst principles apprehended in the 
concept of being, whose cogency consists wholly in their evidence for the intel-
lect” (1959: 106).

Strictly speaking, Maritain was wrong about philosophy’s basis, matter and 
formal principles. Philosophy’s remote basis is philosophical knowers and beings 
capable of being philosophically known. Philosophy’s proximate basis is its subject 
matter, and philosophy’s subject matter contains philosophy’s formal principles, 
which include the way of knowing of the philosophical knower. Philosophy’s 
subject matter is not experience: it is ‘wondrous experience’, something philoso-
phers, poets, theologians and many others share. For the ancient Greeks and for all 
time, philosophy begins in wonder, not in faith seeking understanding, universal 
methodic doubt or impossible dreams of pure reason.

Strictly speaking, philosophy’s formal principles are not the fi rst principles 
apprehended in the concept of being, metaphysical principles most remote from 
sensation. Philosophy’s fi rst principles are the proper causes of wonder, the acts 
of things and acts of human habits that give rise to wonder. While all these prin-
ciples have their remote root in metaphysical principles and evident principles of 
common sense, as proper causes of wonder that generate diff erent sciences such as 
physics and mathematics, not all these principles are metaphysical or commonsen-
sical. How close these principles are to sensation depends on the subject matter, 
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including the acting subject of philosophical wonder. Hence, the principles about 
which mathematicians wonder are more remote from sensation than are those 
about which a classical physicist wonders; and those of metaphysics are more 
remote from sensation than are those of mathematics.

In book 7 of his Republic (515b–531c), Plato makes clear that philosophical 
experience arises from confl icting, contrary, reports from our perception of specifi c 
subjects that cause our intellectual faculty immediately to start to consider whether 
our opposing communication arises from one perceived subject and perception 
or from two. Experience of contrary opposition related to the same acting subject 
(wonder) that we intellectually desire to put to rest, what Plato called ‘provocative’ 
thought, is the material principle of all philosophy. Th e causes of such provocative 
thought that put our wonder to rest are philosophy’s formal principles. Philosophy 
studies subjects susceptible to contrary opposition in action in an attempt to 
discover the causes of the contrariety we experience in them.

Maritain understood philosophy’s formal principles to be “a solid kernel of 
genuine certainties” that exist in ordinary human knowledge. Among these 
certainties that the philosopher recognizes he included: (i) “data of the senses (for 
example, that bodies possess length, breadth, and height)”; (ii) “self- evident axioms 
(for example, the whole is greater than the part, every event has a cause, etc.)”; and 
(iii) consequences immediately deducible from these axioms (proximate conclu-
sions) (1959: 101).

Maritain maintained that these certainties spontaneously arise in the human 
mind “when we fi rst come to the use of reason”. Consequently, he called them 
“the work of nature in us”, or “an endowment of nature as proceeding from the 
natural perception, consent, instinct, or natural sense of the intellect”. Because 
human nature is the source of these evident fi rst principles, Maritain stated that 
we could say they “belong to the common perception, consent, or instinct, or to 
the common sense of mankind” (ibid.: 101).

Maritain thought that, prior to Aristotle, we could consider philosophy as 
existing in a sort of “embryonic stage and in the process of coming to birth” (ibid.: 
62). Aft er Aristotle, he held, “its formation complete, it was capable of indefi nite 
development, knew no bounds” (ibid.: 62). Along the path of this development, 
he said, “Socrates had shown that what we must seek and attain at all costs are 
the essences of things which the mind apprehends and expresses in a defi nition” 
(ibid.: 56). Maritain understood this to mean that philosophy must attain abstract 
universals, essences abstractly considered, abstracting from any particular, such as 
“triangle, abstracting from any particular triangle” (ibid.: 56–7).

Aquinas, on the contrary, held that the universal (genus) the philosopher 
studies primarily refers to the acting subject: the immediate, proximate, fi rst or 
proper subject of diff erent properties or necessary per se accidents. Hence, while 
Socrates the human being need not be a musician, if he is a musician his actions 
will display specifi c properties necessary to all musicians. Th e art of music studies 
this acting subject in terms of these properties. It does not study the abstractly 
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considered essence studied by the logician. It studies the concretely existing 
nature, the essence considered as a concrete principle of action existing in a prox-
imate acting subject (Commentary on the Metaphysics of Aristotle 5.1.22).

Surface is the proximate subject of all colours and plane fi gures. As such, it is 
the proximate subject of all surface accidents, such as colour and texture. Surface 
body, the subject of geometry, acts as the proximate subject of all fi gures subjec-
tifi ed in a quantifi ed substance just as the musically habituated person acts as the 
proximate subject of all his or her musical acts. Hence, when we defi ne a musical 
activity (a human accident, or property) philosophically, not logically, we have to 
defi ne it as the proper or proximate eff ect that a musical person produces through 
musical habits just as we defi ne geometrical activity in terms of the way we put 
together and take apart geometrical bodies. In so doing, analogously, the way we 
defi ne resembles the way logicians defi ne. In both instances, we include the genus 
in the defi nition of the species.

In both cases the defi nition of the species refers to its subject genus, its substance, 
for its intelligibility. But, philosophically considered, the musical substance or 
subject is a musically habituated person: the substantial body that acts as the 
subject genus, the proximate cause, of the acts of the musician. It is not the subject 
genus, or abstract essence, of the logician: the genus as an abstractly considered 
universal.

Aquinas added (Commentary on the Metaphysics of Aristotle 7.1.22) that the 
natural scientist and metaphysician consider and talk about a genus as the fi rst, or 
proximate, subject of accidents, not as what we say of diff erent categories of being 
(the abstract way a logician considers and talks about generic diversity). Clearly, 
these two ways of thinking and talking about a genus are radically diff erent. In the 
case of the abstract way of considering essences of the logician, we must abstract 
from, separate our thought from considering, the existence of the acting subject 
(from the way natures act as proximate causes in reality) to grasp the principles 
according to which we must reason logically. In the case of the natural scientist 
and metaphysician, failure to consider the existence of the acting subject, the way 
natures act as proximate causes in reality, makes the principles of the subject’s 
action philosophically or scientifi cally unintelligible. For this reason, Aquinas 
thought that univocal predication is the proper way of predicating terms for a 
logician and analogous predication of terms is the proper way of predicating for a 
philosopher (such as a physicist, geometrician, or metaphysician).

Apparently, Maritain was unaware of this distinction in Aquinas. For this 
reason, among others perhaps, I think he made a specious distinction between 
philosophy considered in its pure, or absolute, nature (philosophy as a body or 
system of knowledge) and philosophy existing in some state (philosophy as an 
existing habit). He said:

Considered in its pure nature, or essence, philosophy, which is spec-
ifi ed by an object naturally knowable to reason, depends on the 
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evidence and criteria of natural reason. But here we are considering 
its absolute nature. Taken concretely, in the sense of being a habitus or 
group of habitus existing in the human soul, philosophy is in a certain 
state, in either pre- Christian or Christian or a- Christian, which has a 
decisive infl uence on the way it exists and develops. (1938: 79)

Unhappily, philosophy as a pure nature or essence specifi ed by an object natur-
ally knowable to reason, philosophy as a system or body of knowledge, exists 
nowhere. It is a spectre of the abstractly considered essence of the logician. Strictly 
speaking, philosophy is the act of a human habit. It exists in philosophical activity, 
in the rational investigation of the causes of contrary opposition existing within 
the acts of a multitude of natural agents. For example, political philosophy exists 
in the political philosopher’s investigation of the causes of war and peace within 
the acts of political bodies. And, philosophical consideration of medicine investi-
gates the causes of health and disease within the actions of human bodies ranging 
from the sickliest to the healthiest.

Because Maritain failed at times to recognize this distinction, he reduced the 
principles of philosophy to metaphysical premises. He compounded this mistake 
by confl ating metaphysical knowledge with theoretical, or speculative, thinking. 
Hence, he said, “Philosophy in the strictest sense is theoretical philosophy” (1959: 
112). Th en he confl ated theoretical thinking with logic.

Having reduced all philosophy to theoretical philosophy, speculative logic, 
Maritain had boxed himself into a corner in which he was forced to conclude that, as 
a science, ethics is theoretical, not practical (ibid.: 111–12). Clearly, this contradicts 
the well- known teachings of Aristotle and Aquinas, for whom ethics is a practical, 
not theoretical, science. Worse, from the standpoint of constructing a philosophy 
of religion as a species of justice, as a Th omist should, it is incoherent.

Strictly speaking, if all philosophy is speculative, philosophy of religion as a 
species of justice cannot be practical. Justice, however, is a moral virtue. It must 
be practical.

Clearly, Maritain has a problem understanding how to explain practical phil-
osophy. As I have said elsewhere, Maritain maintained that “speculative phil-
osophy is truly philosophy, is truly scientifi c, because it looks at things from the 
perspective, or ‘eidetic visualization,’ of abstract universal essences; because it 
looks at things according to their ‘intelligible values’ rather than according to their 
‘actual conditions of contingence and singularity’” (Redpath 1987: 108). In short, 
Maritain thought that speculative philosophy is truly philosophy, is truly scien-
tifi c, because it looks at things from the perspective of the logician. “Practical phil-
osophy, on the other hand, considers things according to their actual conditions, 
and, in so doing, precludes itself from being scientifi c qua practical” (ibid.: 108).

Maritain attempted to resolve his misunderstanding of practical philosophy 
by maintaining that ethics can only become a practical science through subalter-
nation to theology. Apart from theology, Maritain maintained that the practical 
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science of ethics cannot know its proper object because understanding this object 
involves knowing the existential condition in which we exist towards our end. 
Since only theology, through grace, can know this end, can grasp theoretical and 
practical objects with all their detail, we need its mediation to transform the spec-
ulative essence of ethics into a concrete essence that we can apprehend in a fi ttingly 
scientifi c way. In so doing, Maritain nonetheless claimed that revealed theology 
and philosophical ethics remained formally distinct in their own objects and 
procedures (1938: 107–9; 1955a: 12, 68, 71, 86, 103 n.13; Redpath 1987: 107–9).

a summary of the maritainian philosophy of religion

I maintain that Maritain could not, and cannot, give us a coherent philosophical 
account of the philosophy of religion because he never adequately understood 
philosophy’s nature or how properly to distinguish philosophical universals from 
logical universals. Th e net result of this failure was that he could never adequately 
distinguish philosophy from theology. Consequently, while I agree with many of 
his conclusions and respect his intellectual genius, I reject Maritain’s claim that 
he separated ethics as a philosophy from theology. Strictly speaking, Maritain 
maintained that philosophy is a science. Apart from theology, however, he 
claimed that ethics was no science. As such, it could be no philosophy, even as 
theoretical.

Such being the case, if we want to fi nd a philosophy of religion in the work of 
Jacques Maritain we can only do so by benignly interpreting Maritain’s mystical 
theology of religion to be philosophy. Maritain’s philosophy of religion is his 
mystical theology of the life of holiness. From his spiritual godfather Léon Bloy, 
Maritain had learned every day to study Scripture, read the liturgy, the lives 
of the saints, and the writings of the mystics, and to have a special devotion to 
the Blessed Mother (McInerny 2003: 35). In one such work, Th e Primacy of the 
Spiritual, Maritain states, “Contemplation alone discovers the prize of charity … 
[O]nly contemplation makes the universal real for us, makes the soul Catholic in 
spirit and truth” (cited ibid.: 188).

Liturgy, worship, as McInerny tells us (ibid.: 189), is an act of religion. Like all 
acts of religion, it calls us to contemplation. Maritain thought that contemplation 
is philosophy’s goal, its telos, and the goal, telos, of the Christian life. Maritain 
maintained that ethics as theoretical philosophy drives us toward contemplation 
by driving us toward scientifi c moral action. It does this because philosophical 
ethics is theoretically inadequate to provide us with a scientifi c awareness of the 
end of our action.

Th is means that ethics drives us towards liturgy and prayer to move us towards 
contemplation. According to Maritain, “Contemplation is a silent prayer which 
comes about in recollection in the secret of the heart and is directly ordered to 
union with God” (cited ibid.: 189). As such, McInerny rightly notes, “it is a gift ”. 
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For this reason, Maritain thought that “religion is ordered to the further end of the 
theological virtues and the gift s” (ibid.). As McInerny, quoting Maritain, says:

 What the liturgy “asks of the soul, and to which it incites, the liturgy 
of itself does not suffi  ce to give. Th ere is need of a personal ascetic 
eff ort, the personal practice of mental prayer, aspiration to personal 
union with God and personal docility to the Gift s of the Holy Spirit”.  
 (Ibid.: 189)

Maritain’s philosophy of religion, then, consists in religious activity as hand-
maiden to mystical contemplation. In the end, for Maritain, the be- all and end- all 
of religion and the philosophy of religion is a call to the life of mystical theology 
through private and public prayer and sanctity.
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10
karl jaspers

Kurt Salamun

Jaspers was born in the city of Oldenburg in the northern part of Germany in 1883. 
He studied medicine at the universities of Munich, Göttingen and Heidelberg. 
Early in his youth he had to recognize that he was infl icted with an incurable lung 
disease that signifi cantly infl uenced his daily physical activities. Jaspers did not 
begin his academic career as a professional philosopher. He wrote his doctoral 
thesis (1909) on a psychiatric problem and worked for some years as a volun-
tary research assistant at the Heidelberg psychiatric hospital, before becoming 
a professor of psychology at the University of Heidelberg in 1916. It was not 
until 1920 that he became a professor of philosophy at the same university. His 
fi rst major work, General Psychopathology (1913), is a study in the methodology 
of psychiatry. He developed his existentialism in the three Philosophy volumes 
published in 1932. Aft er the Nazis came to power in Germany in 1933, Jaspers 
was excluded from all administrative duties at the University of Heidelberg. In 
1937 he was denied the right to teach, and a year later he was forbidden to publish. 
Until the very end of the Second World War, Jaspers and his wife, who was of 
Jewish origin, were in constant danger of being deported to an extermination 
camp. In 1948 Jaspers moved from Heidelberg to Switzerland where he earned 
a professorship at the University of Basel. Th ere he wrote Th e Origin and Goal of 
History (1950) as well as his major contribution to political philosophy, Th e Atom 
Bomb and the Future of Man (1958). During this period, Jaspers also published 
his main works in philosophy of religion and began developing a new and original 
conception of world- philosophy. When he died in 1969 only a single volume of his 
history of world- philosophy had been published.

Jaspers is generally known as a representative of German existential philosophy. 
A closer look at his extensive philosophical writings indicates that to view Jaspers 
as an existentialist only would be highly reductionist. His philosophy covers a 
broad range of problems involving diff erent fi elds of philosophy. Four primary 
concepts relate to his philosophy of religion: (i) transcendence, (ii) experiencing 
transcendence by specifi c acts of human self- realization, (iii) the encompassing in 
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relation to ciphers of transcendence, and (iv) philosophical faith as a counterpart 
to religious faith, or more precisely to ‘revelational faith’.

the concept of transcendence

For Jaspers, the question concerning being is the fundamental problem of all 
philosophical refl ection, and many philosophers have developed ontological 
systems of categories, ranges, modes or stages of being. In contrast, Jaspers rejects 
every philosophical approach that attempts to formulate a doctrine or system of 
being. Such approaches give the false impression that all being can be known in 
objective categories of thought, and they ignore the fact that being can become 
manifest only in the dichotomy of the subject and object relationship. Th e episte-
mological fact of a subject–object split implies the consequence that:

being is always defi ned in reference to something else. Being and the 
knowledge of being, the existent and what we say of it, are accordingly 
a texture of diverse interpretations … no being that we know is being 
in itself and as a whole. Th e phenomenality of the empirical world was 
made fully clear by Kant. (Jaspers 1973: 78–9)

Jaspers’ position concerning the question of being is very diff erent from that 
of Martin Heidegger. Whereas Heidegger’s intention is to construct a funda-
mental ontology of being by means of phenomenological method and to high-
light some fundamental features of human- being (Dasein) in his book Being and 
Time, Jaspers refuses every kind of ontology. His philosophizing maintains that 
there exists a transcendent source of all objective being, and in this source lies the 
unity and truth of all being. Th e role of metaphysics, then, is not to categorize and 
describe any dimension of being, but rather to appeal to every individual to get in 
touch with transcendence in an indirect way. Metaphysical speculation provides 
us with an impulse to undertake intensive self- refl ection, by which we become 
aware of transcendence in the process of realizing our unique and authentic self-
hood in existential situations.

transcendence as absolute being, 
the all- encompassing, deity and god

A closer look at various contexts wherein Jaspers speaks of the transcendent source 
of all being makes clear that he also uses other expressions for this source,for 
example ‘absolute Being’, ‘ultimate Being’, ‘absolute Reality’, ‘Being as such’, ‘Being-
 in- itself ’, the ‘All- Encompassing’, ‘God’ and the ‘Deity’. For Jaspers, transcendence 
is a meta- empirical reality that cannot be researched by scientifi c approaches or 
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proved by rational arguments. It cannot be grasped in the categories of thinking 
and resists objectivization in cognitive knowledge. Transcendence can be neither 
naturalized nor anthropomorphized. Every attempt to rationalize and embody 
the reality of transcendence must necessarily founder. In response to the ques-
tion of how human beings can become aware of a non- cognitive ‘ultimate Being’, 
Jaspers focuses on two possibilities, which he expounds in his main existentialist 
work, Philosophy (especially in volume two, entitled “Existential Elucidation”, 
and in volume three, entitled “Metaphysics”), in several chapters of later works 
concerning the doctrine of the encompassing, and especially in Th e Perennial 
Scope of Philosophy and Philosophical Faith and Revelation. Th e two possibilities of 
gaining an awareness of transcendence are: (i) the method of transcending philos-
ophizing that enables a human being as “possible Existenz” to read the “Cipher-
 script of Transcendence” in the world; and (ii) the encounter with transcendence 
by means of acts of existential self- realization.

formal transcending to transcendence and 
‘reading’ the ciphers of transcendence

Jaspers’ basic intention in his conception of ‘transcending philosophizing’ is to 
ascend from the objective to the non- objective, from the thinkable to the non-
 thinkable, and from the immanent to the transcendent. His metaphysical refl ec-
tions in the third volume of Philosophy highlight possibilities for transforming 
objective thinking to a type of thinking that transcends the objective reality given 
in our usual way of thinking. Th e crucial idea is that human beings become aware 
of transcendence when they experience principle boundaries or limits to their 
rational capacities. When human beings founder in all categories of thought and 
rationality, the possibility is open for them to face transcendence as the uncon-
ceivable being and totally other. “Transcendence is located neither in this world 
nor in another. Its location is a boundary” (1971: 13). Because of the ‘antinomial 
structure’ of all being – a central metaphysical presupposition of Jaspers’ – human 
beings inevitably have experiences of foundering time and again. In ‘world-
 orientation’, we founder in searching for a defi nite unity of knowledge because we 
can grasp only particularities of being in the world. Scientifi c thinking founders 
when we demand a defi nite answer from the sciences about their own meaning for 
our lives. We also founder when we demand from the sciences a complete expla-
nation of our own individual humanity. A human being is “fundamentally more 
than it can know about itself ” (1973: 63). For Jaspers, human beings may have a 
transcendent dimension of authentic self- being that he calls ‘Existenz’. Th e task of 
metaphysical thinking is to initiate a shift  in our whole consciousness of being so 
far as we come to think that “It is conceivable that there are things which are not 
conceivable” (1971: 35). Th e method employed by Jaspers to reach this aim lies 
in what he calls ‘formal transcending’ to transcendence. By means of refl ection 



kurt salamun

122

on antitheses, contradictions, oppositions and polarities – subject and object, 
being and nothingness, unity and duality, form and material, universal and indi-
vidual, time and timelessness – the thinker may become aware of absolute being 
or transcendence.

A critical analysis of Jaspers’ methodological intention of formal transcending 
raises a serious problem. Because the concept of transcending philosophizing is 
highly ambiguous, it entails the danger of philosophical mysticism accompanied 
by the rupture of every philosophical discourse. Th is becomes evident in those 
contexts where Jaspers proposes to introduce contradictory statements in order 
to accept such statements only as ‘signposts’ pointing to the non- objective dimen-
sion of being. He demands that we should relativize the descriptive meanings and 
informative contents of such statements. But if sentences have the sole function of 
signposts to transcendence, then their cognitive and descriptive content becomes 
absolutely irrelevant. Whether or not they can fulfi l their function cannot be 
examined or proved because the dimension to which they point as signposts is 
non- objective and cannot be verbally communicated. As a consequence, we must 
not follow Jaspers in his demand to transcend or relativize the descriptive contents 
of his sentences; otherwise we would not be allowed to give any interpretation to 
them. Th is deconstructive consequence of Jaspers’ methodological idea of tran-
scending all thought contents can be avoided only by not accepting his demands 
for transcending and relativizing the content of his philosophical sentences in a 
strict sense. Th e best way to interpret him is to see his methodological demand as 
an appeal to philosophical open- mindedness that does not reduce all being to that 
which can be objectively articulated.

Th e concept of ‘cipher’ plays a prominent role in Jaspers’ metaphysics. A cipher 
is not a mere symbol in the common sense use of the term ‘symbol’. While a 
symbol represents an objective reality, a cipher points beyond it to a transcendent 
reality. A symbol can always be interpreted in reference to a certain object or 
subject, and its meaning is open for rational discussion. In contrast, a cipher does 
not refer to any being that can be objectifi ed by categories of thought. Ciphers 
refer to the unknowable transcendence, they are the non- cognitive “language of 
Transcendence” and are not interpretable at all (Jaspers 1967: 93–5). Th e non-
 objective “meaning” of a cipher can only be “felt” or “viewed” within a non-
 cognitive, intuitive act by a singular human being who is open to the dimension 
of a non- conceivable being. Because a cipher is neither a sign nor a cognitive 
interpretable symbol, we may call it an ‘intuitive symbol’. A cipher always remains 
open- ended in meaning, and functions as a signpost to transcendence. Every 
person may be touched emotionally by a cipher in diff erent ways because of the 
genuine and incomparable subjectivity and historicity of being human. Jaspers 
asserts that anything in the world can become a cipher of transcendence, and he 
explicitly mentions the ciphers of nature, history, creations in the arts, metaphys-
ical systems, myths and religions, and most importantly the human being itself in 
its unique existential situation (1967: 92–255).
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Here, again, we may critique Jaspers’ cipher concept. For if he holds the thesis 
that a cipher is a non- interpretable symbol of transcendent being and that the 
subjective ‘experience’ of a cipher in an intuitive moment of an individual cannot 
be communicated by descriptive language, then he is again very near to a mystical 
position that denies every possibility of verbal communication about the tran-
scendent experience of ‘cipher- reading’. Th ese experiences cannot be verbally 
articulated, are not comparable, and one cannot speak or write about their content, 
implications and consequences. Such experiences remain a secret of the individual 
consciousness that encounters transcendence through ciphers.

existential encounters with transcendence 
by realizing one’s own existenz

A basic presupposition of Jaspers’ philosophy is the anthropological thesis that 
all human beings have the potential to undertake a genuine or true act of self-
 becoming and self- realization. By appropriating ideas from Kant and Kierkegaard 
(see Vol. 3, Ch. 21, “Immanuel Kant” and Vol. 4, Ch. 13, “Søren Kierkegaard”), 
Jaspers understands a human being as both an empirical and a non- empirical 
phenomenon. While the empirical dimension of humanity can be researched by 
the sciences (e.g. biology, psychology, sociology), the non- empirical dimension 
of human- being cannot be described and explained in scientifi c terms. Jaspers 
calls this non- empirical dimension of subjective being ‘Existenz’. Existenz stands 
for the authentic ground of human- being: the dimension of personal autonomy, 
existential freedom, undetermined moral decision; the non- objective actuality of 
self- being, authenticity and true selfh ood. No empirical studies or doctrines of 
anthropology and ontology can give an adequate understanding of this intimate 
dimension of subjectivity. Such an understanding is possible only by realizing the 
‘true’ or ‘genuine selfh ood’ in one’s own life, and/or by elucidating its possibility 
by the method of transcending philosophizing. In the non- cognitive act of real-
izing its Existenz, a human being becomes aware not only of his or her historic 
singularity, but also:

feels dependent on a Transcendence that has willed what seems to 
be the utmost possibility: a free, self- originating self- being. It feels a 
transcendent will that this being appear to itself in the transiency of 
temporal existence. Without cause, therefore, I am conscious of my 
Existenz only in relation to the Transcendence without which I slide 
into void. (Jaspers 1970: 46)

Despite a strong liberal tendency in Jaspers’ philosophy, he stands in opposition 
to any kind of liberal fundamentalism that tends to absolutize individual freedom 
and the human capacity of independent self- realization. Th is fundamentalist 
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tendency oft en implies dangerous consequences of arrogance, over- estimation of 
oneself, arbitrariness and so on. Jaspers guards against such negative consequences 
by arguing that in the act of human self- realization as Existenz and unconditioned 
freedom, we become aware that this act is not only a product of our own eff orts, 
but is also a gift  of transcendence. We have to accept the limits of our human 
capacities and to see that the human being is, despite his or her autonomy and 
freedom, not the absolute ground or foundation of being. Some interpreters of 
Jaspers argue that the idea of a gift  of transcendence may be merely a secularized 
version of the theological idea that human beings depend on the grace of God for 
self- realization.

Human beings may become aware of transcendence in existential refl ections 
and through paradoxical experiences when confronted by existential antinomies 
in their own subjectivity, such as defi ance and surrender, rise and fall, the “diurnal 
law” (order of the day) and the “nocturnal passion” (passion of the night), and the 
“wealth of diversity” and “the one” (Jaspers 1971: 63–111). Th e antinomies that 
every individual experiences in life are inevitable elements of the human condi-
tion. Th e antinomial structure of human existence is responsible for the permanent 
foundering of human beings to satisfy an elementary impetus deeply rooted in the 
human condition; namely, to reach a state of unity, totality or absolute certainty 
in the processes of living, thinking, feeling and so on. In this context, ‘foundering’ 
implies the antinomial structure of all existence. On the one hand, foundering can 
lead to frustration, resignation and despair; on the other hand, foundering can be 
the origin of the ‘leap’ to Existenz and the experience of transcendence.

Th e idea of a subjective, intuitive act of gaining awareness of transcendence 
is closely connected to two key concepts of Jaspers’ existentialism: (i) ‘boundary 
situation’ (Grenzsituation), also translated in English as ‘ultimate situation’, ‘limit 
situation’ or ‘borderline situation’; and (ii) ‘existential communication’.

encounter with transcendence in boundary situations

Jaspers agrees with other existentialists (e.g. Jean- Paul Sartre) that every human 
being is constantly involved in situations. To exist means to be in situations. What 
Jaspers calls a ‘boundary situation’ is a special type of situation that confronts 
human beings in the process of living. Jaspers philosophizes about boundary situ-
ations in the second volume of his Philosophy: “Th ey are like a wall we run into, a 
wall on which we founder. We cannot modify them; all that we can do is to make 
them lucid, but without explaining or deducing them from something else. Th ey 
go with existence itself ” (1970: 178).

Boundary situations cannot be handled by cognitive knowledge that we use 
to solve problems in everyday life. If we try to escape boundary situations by 
managing them with rationality we must necessarily founder. Instead, boundary 
situations require a radical change in attitude and in one’s common way of 
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thinking. Th e adequate way to react within boundary situations “is not by planning 
and calculating to overcome them” (ibid.: 179), but by the very diff erent activity of 
becoming the Existenz we potentially are. In this context, close affi  nities between 
Jaspers and Kierkegaard are evident. Like Kierkegaard, Jaspers maintains that the 
subjective experience of boundary situations is necessarily bound to an intensive 
process of self- refl ection. Th is process is a non- empirical and non- objective rela-
tionship to one’s own self; it elucidates one’s existential possibilities and leads to 
an awareness of one’s possible Existenz and to an act of self- acceptance in the face 
of the boundary situation.

Which situations are actual boundary situations? Such situations are evident 
in the inevitable fact that we are always in situations and cannot escape the histo-
ricity of our existence. We cannot live without struggling and suff ering. We cannot 
avoid guilt. We must all die and have to come to terms with our own death. It is in 
these specifi c situations that we either open our being to the transcendent dimen-
sion of our humanity, or else close ourselves off  from the truth and authenticity of 
our Existenz. “We become ourselves by entering with open eyes into the boundary 
situations”, writes Jaspers. “We can know them only externally, and their reality can 
only be felt by Existenz. To experience boundary situations is the same as Existenz” 
(ibid.: 179). In short, to experience boundary situations is at the same time to experi-
ence the radical foundering of all our usual means of handling situations, rational 
problem- solving capacities and common ways of thinking. Boundary situations can 
initiate true human self- realization as Existenz, and within the autonomous act of 
self- realization we become aware of transcendence and of our individual freedom 
and personal authenticity as a gift  of an absolute being. Although only implicit in 
his writings, Jaspers links the idea of existential self- realization in boundary situ-
ations with a set of moral attitudes that can be interpreted as necessary (not suffi  -
cient) preconditions of realizing Existenz, such as courage, truthfulness, serenity, 
composure, dignity, patience and personal responsibility.

encounter with transcendence in 
interpersonal communication

Jaspers stresses the relevance of interpersonal relations for human self- realization. 
He distinguishes four types of communication that are correlative to the four 
dimensions of self- realization that are prominent in his philosophical anthro-
pology. Th ese communicative dimensions will be discussed later in the context of 
the concept of the encompassing. One type of communication concerns human 
beings in their naive vitality and spontaneous instinctive life. Persons use others 
only to reach vital ends, for example to satisfy the basic needs of sexuality, power, 
desire, and so on. On the material dimension of existence, the underlying motives 
of communication are egocentric. In Kant’s terms, persons are treated only as 
means to an end, and not as an end in themselves. Another type of communication 
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is based on the capacity of human rationality and its formal rules and categories. 
A typical model for such a communication is an intellectual discussion with the 
aim of solving a technical problem. It is not the irreplaceable individuality of the 
participants that constitutes communication, but rather the cognitive competence 
for problem- solving. A third mode of communication goes further than the fi rst 
two modes. Jaspers gives a characterization of it when he writes that “community 
in the idea of a whole – of this state, this society, this family, this university, this 
profession of mine – is what puts me for the fi rst time into substantial communi-
cation” (1970: 49–50).

While the foregoing types of communication take objective form in human 
interaction, the highest and most valuable form of communication, whereby 
human beings realize Existenz, cannot be adequately described in an objecti-
fying language. Jaspers calls the highest form ‘existential communication’. It can 
be elucidated only by philosophical refl ection and experienced only in one’s own 
life. In existential communication there exists an intimate personal relationship 
between two human beings such as friends, lovers, husband and wife, father or 
mother and child, teacher and student.

Th e crucial point in relation to Jaspers’ philosophy of religion is the fact that 
he again links the act of self- realization as Existenz with an intuitive encounter 
of transcendence. He argues that, during the non- temporal act of existential 
communication, which lasts for only short moments in temporal objectivity, the 
two communication partners experience the other self, one’s own self, their own 
autonomy and existential freedom, and the intimate relation to the partner as a 
gift  from a transcendent source or transcendence (1970: 4; 1960: 21).

the concept of the encompassing

Th e concept of the encompassing (Das Umgreifende) – or as translated by Ralph 
Mannheim, ‘the Comprehensive’ – is another way in which Jaspers points indi-
rectly to transcendence or an infi nite unity of being. Th e doctrine of the encom-
passing that Jaspers developed aft er his early period of existentialism must not 
be understood as an ontological conception. Jaspers interprets the doctrine as 
a ‘periechontology’ (from periechon, a principle that holds the world together), 
and he deduces the doctrine from the epistemological fact of the subject–object 
dichotomy.

Whatever becomes an object lies in the Encompassing which is itself 
not an object. Th e Encompassing comprises subject and object and is 
accordingly neither … As we think of the Encompassing we cannot 
help making an object of it for a moment, because we cannot get out of 
the subject–object dichotomy. Th e very thought puts us back into it.  
 (1967: 71)
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Philosophical thinking can never recognize the encompassing in its unity and 
totality, but only distinguish among certain modes of the encompassing. Th e all-
 encompassing is the ground of all modes of the encompassing, it is transcendence 
as the non- thinkable source and infi nite ground of all being, or, in some contexts, 
God or deity.

from existential anthropology to metaphysics 
of the encompassing

In Jaspers’ existential philosophy, refl ections have priority that revolve around the 
aim of human “self- becoming”, “self- being” and authentic “selfh ood” (1970: 25–
46). His philosophizing appeals to every human being to realize his or her genuine 
existential possibilities. In this context we may see the infl uence of Kant, Nietzsche 
and Kierkegaard in so far as the crucial feature of Jaspers’ existential anthropolog-
ical framework is the idea that the human being is a dual self- realization project: an 
empirical being, on the one hand, and a non- empirical being, on the other hand. 
While the empirical dimension of humanity can be researched by the sciences 
(e.g. life sciences, cognitive sciences, social sciences), the non- empirical dimension 
cannot be described and explained in cognitive terms. Jaspers distinguishes three 
stages of the empirical dimension of existence. One stage of human self- realization 
is “mere existence” (blosses Dasein), that is, naive vitality or vital existence. Th is 
stage of human life is without self- refl ection and self- consciousness (ibid.: 28–9).

Th e second stage is “consciousness in general” or “consciousness at large” 
(Bewusstsein überhaupt), by which Jaspers refers to the human dimension of logical 
thinking and rationality. Th is type of consciousness is the universal medium for 
the attainment of generally valid, objectively compelling knowledge.

Th e third stage of human self- being is the dimension of “spirit”, “mind” or 
“reason” (Geist). Its specifi c capacity is the creation of ideas that become manifest 
in personal ideals, principles of religion, moral worldviews, political ideologies 
and creative conceptions of the arts.

Th ese three stages of self- being represent humanity only as an empirical 
phenomenon. All human beings, however, have the potential to surpass the 
empirical dimension of their selves, thus transcending to the highest mode of 
self- realization as Existenz. Th is mode is meta- empirical and has no duration in 
time. As Existenz we can experience timelessness and eternity. Th e continuity of 
time ceases. Only the immediate presence is relevant, and there exists no past and 
future for the non- cognitive existential experience. In his existentialism Jaspers 
conceives of these three stages from a bottom- up perspective. Th ere is an explicit 
ranking of the three lower stages to the highest stage of Existenz. In his doctrine of 
the encompassing, Jaspers transforms those ideas into a transcendental and meta-
physical framework by introducing diff erent modes of the encompassing that are 
equal in ranking.



kurt salamun

128

modes of the encompassing and their function

Th e modes of the encompassing are open ‘spaces’ or ‘horizons’ for the appearance of 
being. By methodically transcending refl ection on the nature of the subject–object 
split, we become aware that the appearance of Being is “either the Being in itself 
that surrounds us or the Being that we are” (1960: 17; 1986: 140–77). Being in itself 
implies an immanent and a transcendent dimension to the encompassing, that is, 
the world and transcendence. Th e immanent mode is the world as such or the world 
as a whole, which can never be an object of cognition, but is rather a regulative idea 
of reason (Kant). Th e world is the open ‘space’ for us to experience and recognize 
an infi nite number of particular objects. Th e being that we are as subjects has an 
immanent and a transcendent dimension. Th e immanent dimension includes the 
three modes of encompassing that correspond to the three stages of self- realization 
within the anthropological framework, that is, mere existence, consciousness in 
general and spirit. Th ese modes are the open spaces where human beings constitute 
themselves as empirical phenomena. Th e transcendent mode of the Encompassing 
of the being that we are is Existenz. Jaspers introduces the notion of reason to the 
subjective modes of the encompassing. Reason is the bond or glue that holds all of 
the other modes of the encompassing in a “tensive unity” (1967: 73). Reason has the 
dynamic function of stimulating impulses for acts of self- being in every mode of the 
encompassing (biological, rational, etc.). Reason also serves to unify exclusive and 
irreconcilable acts of self- being by giving impulses for mutual communication. Th e 
concept of the Encompassing includes the idea of living within the various modes of 
being without absolutizing one mode over another. Reason thus exercises a balance 
within and among these various modes.

Two other important features connected to the doctrine of the encompassing 
that may be relevant to understanding Jaspers’ philosophy of religion are: (i) 
Jaspers makes a distinction between two concepts of transcendence; and (ii) he 
links the doctrine of the encompassing to the philosophical question concerning 
truth. Jaspers speaks of Transcendence as one of the modes of the encompassing 
that is present in all the other modes. In all the other modes, human beings can 
become aware of a transcendent dimension of being at the boundaries or aporias 
of human action and of objective and cognitive being. In action and cognition, the 
experience of transcendence at the boundaries must be seen only as a cipher of that 
kind of transcendence that Jaspers calls the “Transcendence of Transcendence” or 
“Transcendence … as the Other, the Encompassing of all encompassing” (1967: 
69). Th e link Jaspers draws between the doctrine of the encompassing and the 
philosophical question concerning truth has a similar argumentative structure. He 
distinguishes between specifi c kinds of truth in each mode of the encompassing.

In consciousness at large truth means cogent general validity for every 
thinking person. In existence it means the fulfi llment of life … In 
the mind (spirit) it means the fl ow of comprehension … In Existenz 
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it means identifi cation with the source, the unconditional historic 
resolve out of infi nitely deepened repetition of love and reason. 
 (Ibid.: 70)

But the “common source” of the diff erent kinds of truth in the modes of the 
Encompassing lies in “Transcendence, the Encompassing of all encompassing”. 
Transcendence is, then, the ground of absolute truth, which is non- defi nable 
because the attainment of the absolute unity of truth lies beyond the categories of 
human thinking and fi nite human temporality.

philosophy in relation to theology and religion

In Th e Perennial Scope of Philosophy and Philosophical Faith and Revelation, 
Jaspers distinguishes between his own philosophical faith and what he calls reli-
gious faith or ‘revelational faith’. Th e crucial diff erence is that philosophical faith 
is a faith in transcendence, the encompassing and the non- objectifi able deity or 
God, whereas religious faith is faith in a revealed God who is objectifi ed in the 
contents of revealed religion.

Religion has a cult, is bound up with a peculiar community of men, 
arising from the cult, and is inseparable from the myth. Religion 
always embodies man’s practical relation to the transcendent, in the 
shape of something holy in the world, as delimited from the profane 
or unholy … What religion localizes in a specifi c place, can for phil-
osophy be present everywhere and always. Philosophy is a product of 
an individual’s freedom, not of socially determined conditions, and it 
does not carry the sanctions of a collectivity. (1960: 78–9)

the critique of religious faith grounded in revelation

Jaspers’ discussion of religious faith is in some respects ambivalent because he 
severely criticizes religious positions, and yet he appreciates them in relation to 
possible Existenz. His critical analysis of religions focuses primarily on the impli-
cations and consequences of the idea of revelation. ‘Revelation’ is defi ned as “the 
immediate utterance of God, localized in time and valid for all men, through 
word, commandment, action, event” (1960: 83). One argument against this idea 
of revelation is that it is impossible to make a clear distinction between an orig-
inal content of a revelation of God, and the interpretive elements that are added 
by priests, ministers, gurus, imams and so on, as interpreters who project their 
own wishes and ideas onto the hidden Godhead. Another argument Jaspers 
develops concerns the role of authority and the authoritarian elements of biblical 
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religion, especially the claim to an exclusive, absolute truth. Authoritative claims 
are present in the Christian faith, “in the Jewish doctrine of law, in the various 
forms of national religion, and in Islam” (ibid.: 95). With respect to Christianity, 
claims to absoluteness and exclusivity have led to the claim that only those people 
who believe in Christ will have eternal life, or to evoking false fears and illusions 
of torments of the soul, as well as the persecution of others’ beliefs and claims to 
absolute authority in religious aff airs by priests.

In accordance with Jaspers’ philosophical position, no dogma or message about 
God or God’s will can be grounded in religious creeds and religious institutions. 
God, as transcendence, is forever hidden to humanity (Deus absconditus). Jaspers 
denies two basic elements of the Christian faith: (i) the possibility of having a 
personal relationship with God through prayer; and (ii) the incarnation of God 
in a human being, Jesus Christ. Despite his criticisms of revelational or religious 
faith, Jaspers appreciates the Bible and the tradition of Western biblical religion 
as indispensable in the history of humanity. Th e Bible and biblical religion are not 
only a foundation of Western philosophy and culture, but they are also

the deposit of a thousand years of borderline (boundary) experience. 
Th rough these experiences the mind of man was illuminated, he 
achieved certainty of God and thus of himself. In the Bible we see man 
in his fundamental modes of failure. But in such a way that existential 
experience, and realization, are manifested precisely in his failure.  
 (Ibid.: 101)

Th e Bible positively articulates the idea of the one God, and expresses polarities 
that are characteristic of the lives of human beings throughout history. Besides 
hatred and force, we can fi nd appeals to love and peace; besides illusions of totality 
and exclusivity we are reminded of the incompleteness of the created world and 
its antinomial structure. In fact, in the context of the crisis of modernity and the 
two world wars in Europe, Jaspers concludes that the positive elements of the 
Bible and biblical religion must be appropriated again. But the necessary presup-
position of any reappropriation of biblical faith is the elimination of all claims to 
exclusivity, and the purifi cation of biblical religion from any fi xation in dogmas, 
such as the idea that God can be manifest in the world in a temporal act of revela-
tion, and the idea of the God- man, Jesus Christ (ibid.: 104). For Jaspers, Jesus is 
not the son of God but a “paradigmatic individual” (along with Socrates, Buddha 
and Confucius). Because of the paradigmatic way in which Jesus realized the 
existential possibilities in his life, especially the ability to love and the capacity of 
suff ering, he is relevant for human beings at all times. Th e myth of Jesus Christ can 
become a cipher of transcendence, but it does not say anything about transcend-
ence as such. God remains hidden to humanity.

Jaspers sees a positive function for every religion and every myth in the fact that 
all of them can become ciphers of transcendence. In this case, they are signposts 
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to God without giving any descriptive information about absolute being. It is 
precisely for this reason that Jaspers criticizes the demythologization of biblical 
myths proposed by the German Protestant theologian Rudolf Bultmann (Jaspers & 
Bultmann 1958: 3–56). Biblical stories can only become ciphers of transcendence 
for individuals if they are understood as myths to live by in one’s historicity and 
existential truth. Religious narratives and myths, however, must not be reduced to 
cognitive knowledge about certain historical events in the past.

Jaspers’ mistrust of religions that are grounded on claims to absolute revelation 
is also articulated in his political philosophy. As long as the world religions seek to 
justify their faith claims on the grounds of an exclusive divine proclamation of a 
generally valid absolute truth, they will founder in their eff orts to prepare the fi eld 
for a unifi cation of humanity in a permanent world peace. Absolutist and authori-
tarian religious faith claims breed intolerance, restrict individual freedom in a 
variety of ways and hinder the capacity for genuine mutual communication with 
persons of other religious faiths. Claims for an exclusive absolute truth must be 
replaced by a non- dogmatic, open- minded, philosophical faith (1963: 251–61).

the concept of philosophical faith

In contrast to religious faith, philosophical faith has no objectively guaranteed 
proof of the existence of God or transcendence, and it is not bound to rituals, 
churches, priests or theologians who pretend to be interpreters of God’s revelation 
or will. Philosophical faith believes that transcendence or God exists, but without 
constructing any personal image of absolute being. Th is faith is a kind of opti-
mistic credo and confi dence in humanity, in the possibility of freedom and in the 
existence of a meta- empirical dimension of being. From the perspective of philo-
sophical faith, personalist religions, and even atheism or pantheism, are under-
stood as possible ciphers of transcendence. As ciphers, they are highly subjective 
and depend for their truth and authenticity on individual acts of existential self-
 realization. Jaspers’ concept of philosophical faith is closely connected to basic 
elements in his understanding of philosophy as a whole. From the perspective of 
philosophical faith, the kinds of dogmatism and fundamentalism that obstruct the 
realization of true humanity have to be unmasked and criticized, including every 
form of the “deifi cation of man”, demonology as well as nihilism, and superstitious 
beliefs or pseudo- sciences masking themselves as good science (1960: 128–41). 
Th e sciences are an indispensable basis of philosophical faith, but a clear separ-
ation between the methods and capacities of the sciences and those of philosophy 
must be drawn. Reductionist views that restrict philosophy to a science have to 
be rejected, as well as philosophical positions that ignore the cognitive knowledge 
produced by the sciences.

Th e concept of philosophical faith is also intimately connected to Jaspers’ 
understanding of reason and communication. Reason is a necessary component 
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of philosophical faith because it stimulates multiple activities of world- orientation 
and projects of authentic self- realization in all dimensions of the encompassing. 
Reason also makes clear that authentic humanity “implies unreserved commu-
nication among men”. “Philosophical faith”, Jaspers writes, “is inseparable from 
complete openness to communication” (ibid.: 172–3).

To conclude, philosophical faith cannot accept the idea of an objectifi ed God. 
It has a restricted understanding of religious rituals. It is suspicious of organized 
religions and confessions because of the harm they may bring to the freedom and 
authentic self- realization of the autonomous individual. Philosophical faith criti-
cizes claims to absolute and exclusive religious truth because of the dangers of 
fanaticism and the coercive missionary implications it entails. On the other hand, 
philosophical faith is always open to dialogue with religious faith. Philosophers 
cannot pray with religious believers, but they should always be able to commu-
nicate with them. Religious faiths have a positive function for philosophical faith 
because they can be seen as ciphers of the ever- unknowable dimension of abso-
lute being. Religions and religious faiths are indirect signposts to transcendence 
or God.
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paul tillich
William L. Rowe

Paul Tillich (1886–1965) was born and raised in Germany. He received his PhD 
in 1910 and in 1912 was ordained in the ministry. From 1914 to 1918 he served 
as a chaplain in the First World War. Returning from the war, he taught both 
philosophy and theology at several universities. In 1933 the Nazi government 
suspended Tillich’s position at the University of Frankfurt. He then went to the 
United States where, until 1937, he was Visiting Professor of Philosophy of Religion 
and Systematic Th eology at Union Th eological Seminary. He served at Union as 
Associate Professor of Philosophical Th eology (1937–40) and Professor (1941–
55). From 1955 to 1962, he was a University Professor at Harvard, and during his 
last three years he was the Nuveen Professor of Th eology in the Divinity School of 
the University of Chicago. He was buried in New Harmony, Indiana. Tillich wrote 
a number of books among which are the following: Systematic Th eology (3 vols, 
1951–63), Th e Courage to Be (1952), Biblical Religion and the Search for Ultimate 
Reality (1955) and Dynamics of Faith (1957).

In his writings Tillich describes certain basic questions (he calls them ‘existen-
tial questions’) that arise out of the human situation. Th ese questions cannot be 
answered within that situation. Th eir answers, he claims, are found in the great 
symbols of the Christian message. In his writings he endeavours to analyse the 
human situation and to interpret the traditional Christian symbols as answers to 
this situation.

Th e concept of non- being is fundamental in Tillich’s existentialist view of human 
existence, as well as in existentialist literature generally. Indeed, the basic human 
problem, as Tillich sees it, is the threat of non- being. In Th e Courage to Be he 
suggests three ways in which non- being is experienced as a threat to one’s being:

Non- being threatens man’s ontic self- affi  rmation, relatively in terms 
of fate, absolutely in terms of death. It threatens man’s spiritual self-
 affi  rmation, relatively in terms of emptiness, absolutely in terms of 
meaninglessness. It threatens man’s moral self- affi  rmation, relatively 
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in terms of guilt, absolutely in terms of condemnation. Th e aware-
ness of this threefold threat is anxiety appearing in three forms, that 
of fate and death (briefl y, the anxiety of death), that of emptiness and 
loss of meaning (briefl y, the anxiety of meaninglessness), that of guilt 
and condemnation (briefl y, the anxiety of condemnation). In all three 
forms anxiety is existential in the sense that it belongs to existence 
as such and not to an abnormal state of mind as in neurotic (and 
psychotic) anxiety. (1952: 49)

Th is anxiety or concern about one’s own being produces a quest or longing for 
that which is not subject to the threat of non- being. Since only being- itself is, 
on Tillich’s view, not subject to the threat of non- being, he views our concern 
about our own being as resulting in a quest or longing for being- itself. Being- itself, 
however, is not directly accessible. Human beings seek it only through something 
concrete through which the power of being is mediated. In step- by- step fashion, 
Tillich’s view may be represented as follows:

 1. Human beings are infi nitely concerned (anxious) about their being.1
 2. Th e source of this anxiety is non- being, for non- being is what threatens our 

being.
 3. Th is infi nite concern (anxiousness) about our being produces an infi nite quest 

or longing for that which can overcome this threat to our being.
 4. Th at which can overcome the threat of non- being is being- itself, for only 

being- itself is not exposed to that threat.
 5. Human beings, therefore, are searching for being- itself, for some vital contact 

with that reality which possesses the power of overcoming the existential 
threat of non- being.

 6. Since humans can encounter being- itself only through the concrete, their 
infi nite quest for being is focused on something concrete through which the 
power of being is experienced.

Th e picture suggested by these six propositions is that God and the metaphysical 
ultimate (being- itself) are literally one and the same. And this does seem to be 
Tillich’s mature view. In an early essay, however, he apparently denied the identi-
fi cation of God with being- itself: “Th e thing referred to in the mythical symbol is 
the unconditioned transcendent, the source of both existence and meaning, which 
transcends being- in- itself as well as being- for- us” (1940: 26). Since some of Tillich’s 
critics took being- itself to be what is metaphysically ultimate, they naturally rejected 
the idea that there might be something (God, the unconditioned transcendent) that 

 1. By a human person’s ‘being’ Tillich does not mean just their existence. He means primarily 
“the meaning, and the aim of man’s existence”. See Tillich (1951: 14). 
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transcends being- itself (see Aubrey 1941: 202). In volume one of his Systematic 
Th eology, Tillich appears to have sided with his critics and explicitly accepted the 
view that the statement ‘God is being- itself ’ is not itself a symbolic statement:

Th e statement that God is being- itself is a non- symbolic statement. It 
does not point beyond itself. It means what it says directly and prop-
erly; if we speak of the actuality of God, we fi rst assert that he is not 
God if he is not being- itself. Other assertions about God can be made 
theologically only on this basis. (1951: 238–9)

However, in the introduction to volume two of his Systematic Th eology, aft er 
asserting that “everything that religion has to say about God, including his quali-
ties, action, and manifestation, has a symbolic character” (Tillich 1957b: 9), Tillich 
again raises the question of whether there is a point at which a non- symbolic 
statement must be made, and says: “Th ere is such a point, namely, the statement 
that everything we say about God is symbolic. Such a statement is an assertion 
about God which itself is not symbolic. Otherwise we would fall into a circular 
argument” (ibid.). But if everything we say about God is symbolic, then when 
we say that God is being- itself we are not really making the non- symbolic state-
ment that Tillich professed it to be in volume one. Moreover, Tillich’s assertion in 
volume two, “everything we say about God is symbolic”, is not in fact what Tillich 
claims it is: a statement about God. It is in fact a statement about statements about 
God, namely, that all of them are symbolic, which is Tillich’s original position. 
What it tells us is that God is incomprehensible in the sense that no literal positive 
predicate can be meaningfully applied to God. Despite this apparent confusion, 
the position he takes in volume one – that ‘God is being- itself ’ is a literal, non-
 symbolic identity statement – will be accepted as his settled view.

Following Tillich, a distinction must be made between his philosophical iden-
tifi cation of God with being- itself and the way in which ‘God’ is defi ned in reli-
gious discourse:

A phenomenological description of the meaning of ‘God’ in every 
religion, including the Christian, off ers the following defi nition of 
the term ‘god’. Gods are beings who transcend the realm of ordinary 
experience in power and meaning, with whom men have relations 
which surpass ordinary relations in intensity and signifi cance. 
 (Tillich 1951: 211–12)

As religious people use the expression ‘God’, it refers to a being who exhibits human-
like qualities (knowledge, power, love, etc.), appears at various times and places, 
brings about extraordinary events in human history and so on. It is features like 
these that Tillich has in mind when he speaks of the ‘tendency towards concrete-
ness’ in the idea of God. But there is also a strong ‘tendency towards ultimacy’ in 
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the idea of God. In speaking of God, religious people also deny that God is subject 
to limitations, bound by space or time, had a beginning or will have an end. God 
is said to be immortal, invisible, eternal, possessed of unlimited power and perfect 
knowledge and beyond human comprehension. Any tenable view of God, Tillich 
believes, must strive to accommodate both of these tendencies. Since a being can 
exist only by virtue of participating in ultimate reality, being- itself, Tillich believes 
that by identifying God with being- itself he can accommodate both tendencies. 
For unlike particular beings, being- itself is beyond all limitations, and thus may be 
said to be what is ‘ultimate’ in reality. And since every being exists only by virtue of 
participating in being- itself, being- itself may also be said to manifest the tendency 
toward concreteness in the human picture of God.

Tillich makes two important assertions concerning being- itself. Th e fi rst is that 
although every being is subject to limitations, being- itself is beyond all limitations. 
Th e second is that every being participates in being- itself (ibid.: 237). Th e fi rst asser-
tion accounts for the aspect of ultimacy in the idea of God. Tillich’s reasoning is 
that since every being is subject to limitations, only being- itself can adequately 
represent God’s ultimacy. Th e second assertion is used to account for the element 
of concreteness in the idea of God. His point is that the relationship of participa-
tion between every being and being- itself makes it possible for a particular being 
to become a focal point through which God is disclosed. In this way, Tillich seeks 
to explain sacred objects and religious symbols.

It is reasonably clear why Tillich rejects the common view that God is a 
particular being among other beings, even if God is taken to be the greatest and 
best of all such beings. He rejects any such view because he takes it to imply that 
God, along with every other being, depends for his existence on a reality beyond 
himself: being- itself. What is less clear is why Tillich thinks that there is such a 
reality as being- itself on which every particular being is dependent for its exist-
ence. But putting this question aside, aft er noting that being- itself (God) cannot 
be fi nite or temporal, what is especially perplexing is Tillich’s tendency to then go 
on to question whether God (being- itself) can be infi nite or eternal. As Charles 
Hartshorne notes:

Professor Tillich oft en speaks, indeed, almost as though ‘absolute’, 
‘unconditioned’, ‘infi nite’, ‘eternal’, were synonyms for ‘being- itself ’, 
and equally literal in application to deity; but he also insists that being-
 itself, or God, is “beyond fi nitude and infi nity” (144), and implies the 
same with respect to “relative” and “absolute” (cf. 138), “temporal” and 
“eternal”, and even “spatial” and “spaceless” (184, 186).  
 (Hartshorne 1961: 164–5, quoting Tillich 1951)

I believe Hartshorne’s observation is correct. Moreover, its implications for our 
understanding of Tillich’s view are important and far- reaching. As Hartshorne 
points out, for the classical theologians:
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To say that God is being- itself used to mean that He had no aspect 
of becoming. And God was held not to be separated from anything 
only in the sense that he is cause of all and conscious of all. Scarcely 
even symbolically would the classical theologians, as a rule, allow the 
substance- accident schema, or potentiality, or becoming, to be used to 
describe God. But Tillich accepts all of them as symbols. Th e doctrine 
of pure actuality is declared to be mistaken, since God is (symbolically 
speaking) living, and “life is actualization, not actuality” (84, 153).  
 (Ibid.: 165–6)

Th e main diffi  culty in trying to understand Tillich’s concept of God may be 
expressed as follows: (i) to explicate his concept of God we must fi rst understand 
what being- itself is; (ii) being- itself is ineff able. Two points follow from (i) and (ii). 
First, there is something wrong with Tillich’s proposed elucidation of our admit-
tedly analogical or symbolic discourse about God in terms of ontological statements 
about being- itself. For on his own account, being- itself is ineff able. Consequently, 
any statement that purports to ascribe a positive, intrinsic property to God (being-
 itself) must be understood to be either false or, at best, a way of expressing some-
thing that cannot be said. And what this means is that Tillich’s concept of God as 
being- itself simply cannot be explicated except by saying what it is not. Th e diffi  -
culty with this conclusion, of course, is that it confl icts with two fundamental claims 
about God that Tillich affi  rms: (i) God is the supreme object of all desire and aspi-
ration; and (ii) God is the creative and sustaining ground of everything that exists. 
For these two claims ascribe positive properties to God and, therefore, given that 
God simply is being- itself, the positive properties must also be properties of being-
 itself. Despite this apparent confusion in Tillich’s view of God as being- itself, the 
following claims do seem to express his settled view of the matter:

 1. Being- itself is not an essence or universal – it transcends the distinction 
between essence and existence.

 2. Being- itself is not a being.
 3. We can have no positive, literal knowledge of being- itself.
 4. Everything participates in being- itself and depends on it for its existence – it 

is the source or ground of everything that is.
 5. Being- itself is the ultimate object of all desire and aspiration.
 6. Being- itself is absolutely unconditioned, beyond any distinction or division.

Perhaps the most disturbing feature of Tillich’s theology is his claim that “God 
does not exist” (1951: 237). If we ask what Tillich has to say in support of the exist-
ence of God, it appears that he is bent on denying it:

It would be a great victory for Christian apologetic if the words ‘God’ 
and ‘existence’ were very defi nitely separated … God does not exist. 
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He is being- itself beyond essence and existence. Th erefore to argue 
that God exists is to deny him. (Ibid.: 205)

Th us the question of the existence of God can be neither asked nor 
answered. If asked, it is a question about that which by its very nature 
is above existence, and therefore the answer – whether negative or 
affi  rmative – implicitly denies the nature of God. It is as atheistic to 
affi  rm the existence of God as it is to deny it. (Ibid.: 237)

Consider two statements: ‘God exists’ and ‘God does not exist’. Th e second passage 
quoted above makes it clear that Tillich is not saying that the fi rst of these state-
ments is false and the second true. He regards both assertions as mistaken. For 
both suggest that God is the sort of entity that could exist. And it is this view that 
he believes is mistaken. Normally, when one asserts a sentence of the form ‘x is 
not y’ it is conceivable that ‘x is y’. Only in extraordinary circumstances would one 
have a need to assert, for example, that the number two is not red or not larger 
than the number three. For the number two could not conceivably be red or larger 
than the number three. So too, for Tillich, it is misleading to assert that ‘God does 
not exist’, for to do so suggests that God is the sort of being that could exist. But 
since theists generally claim that God exists, whereas atheists assert that God does 
not exist, Tillich regards it necessary to assert that God (as he understands this 
term) is beyond both existence and non-existence:

However it is defi ned, ‘the existence of God’ contradicts the idea of a 
creative ground of essence and existence. Th e ground of being cannot 
be found within the totality of beings, nor can the ground of essence 
and existence participate in the tensions and disruptions characteristic 
of the transition from essence to existence. (Ibid.: 204–5)

Th ere are two reasons given here for why the notion of ‘existence’ is incompatible 
with the nature of God. Th e fi rst reason is that God cannot be found in the totality 
of beings: God is not a being. Th e second reason is that God does not partici-
pate in the disruptions of existence. By the ‘disruptions of existence’ Tillich means 
the conditions of fi nitude: time, space, causality and substance. What this second 
reason reveals is that ‘exists’ and ‘existence’ are used by Tillich in a technical sense. 
When the classical theologians asserted the existence of God they did not mean 
to imply, nor were they taken to imply, that God is subject to the conditions of 
fi nitude: time, space and so on. Be this as it may, given Tillich’s view of the limita-
tions implied by the concept of existence, it is understandable why he rejects its 
application to God as being- itself.

As we have seen, by identifying God with being- itself, Tillich believes he can 
account both for the aspect of ultimacy and the aspect of concreteness in the idea 
of God. For the ontological claim that being- itself is beyond all limitations satisfi es 
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the aspect of ultimacy, and the claim that every being participates in being- itself 
makes possible, Tillich believes, a theory of religious symbols that adequately 
accounts for the element of concreteness in the idea of God. He distinguishes 
signs from symbols as follows: if x is a sign then x points beyond itself but does not 
participate in the reality of that to which it points; whereas if x is a symbol then x 
points beyond itself and participates in the reality of that to which it points. Tillich 
speaks of certain words as signs and other words as symbols. Religious and poetic 
language is, he claims, largely symbolic language. Words such as ‘God’ and ‘Christ’ 
are symbols. However, most words are merely signs. Th e distinction we must bear 
in mind is between linguistic and non- linguistic signs and symbols. Th e fl ag and 
the crucifi x are examples for Tillich of non- linguistic symbols. Th e road sign and 
the red traffi  c light are examples of non- linguistic signs. Finally, it should be noted 
that Tillich ascribes several features to symbols, and sometimes uses one or more 
of these features to distinguish symbols from signs. Th us, in addition to the basic 
claim that symbols participate in the reality of that to which they point, Tillich 
claims that symbols: (i) open up levels of reality which are otherwise closed to us; 
(ii) unlock dimensions and elements of our soul that correspond to the dimen-
sions and elements of reality; (iii) cannot be produced or replaced intentionally; 
and (iv) grow and die.

Th ere is, I believe, an important distinction between two classes of signs, a 
distinction that is not accounted for in Tillich’s theory. Signs, he insists, are always 
conventional. “A red light and the stopping of cars have essentially no relation to 
each other, but conventionally they are united as long as the conventions lasts” 
(1957b: 41); “signs can be replaced for reason of expediency or convention, while 
symbols cannot” (ibid.: 42); “signs are consciously invented and removed” (ibid.: 
58). However, there are natural as well as conventional signs. Nimbus clouds are 
a sign of rain. Smoke is a sign of fi re. But the relation between nimbus clouds and 
rain, as between smoke and fi re, was not devised or decreed by human beings, it 
was discovered by them. A red light and the stopping of cars, as Tillich remarks, 
have essentially no relation to each other. But nimbus clouds and rain do have 
a natural relation to each other. So, it appears that what I have called ‘natural 
signs’ are not really signs at all in Tillich’s theory. However, unless nimbus clouds 
and smoke are symbols for Tillich, it follows that on his theory not all entities 
that point to (signify) something else are either signs or symbols. Moreover, it is 
fairly clear that Tillich would not regard nimbus clouds and other natural ‘signs’ 
as symbols since they lack some of the essential characteristics he ascribes to 
symbols. For example, he says that a symbol “opens up levels of reality which 
otherwise are closed for us” (ibid.: 42). We would be hard put to imagine a level of 
reality revealed to us by nimbus clouds that we could not get at in any other way. 
It may make sense to think of a great painting as doing this, but hardly a nimbus 
cloud. Th erefore, we should conclude that although signifi cation (pointing to) is 
a necessary condition for x being a sign or symbol, it is not a suffi  cient condi-
tion. ‘Natural signs’ signify what they are signs of, but they fail to satisfy Tillich’s 
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requirements for a sign or a symbol. Th us some modifi cation of his theory of signs 
is necessary in order for it to embrace natural, as well as conventional, signs.

As we have seen, Tillich claims that the fundamental diff erence between signs 
and symbols is that symbols, unlike signs, participate in the reality of that to which 
they point. He sometimes expresses this by saying that symbols participate in the 
meaning and power of the reality to which they point. But just what is this rela-
tionship of participation, setting symbols apart from signs that signify but do not 
participate in that which they signify? One possibility is that the relationship of 
participation between the symbol and what it signifi es consists in the way human 
beings respond to and treat the symbol. We respond to, feel towards, and treat the 
symbol in ways essentially similar to the ways we respond to, feel towards, and 
treat that for which the symbol stands. Consider the example of the fl ag, which, 
according to Tillich, we accept as a symbol of our nation. Th e suggestion is that the 
fl ag participates in the nation in the sense that it shares in the dignity we attribute 
to the nation. Th us, in America, if we come upon a man washing his car using the 
American fl ag as a washrag, this act would be considered an attack on the dignity 
of the nation. ‘Th e man has absolutely no respect for his country!’, might be the 
appropriate thing to say. Th us there seems to be a similarity between the fl ag and the 
nation in the sense that many of the appropriate ways of responding to the nation 
are the appropriate ways of responding to the fl ag. It is also clear that religious 
symbols have this character. Ordinary elements such as bread or wine, when viewed 
as symbols of Christ’s body, are treated with the sort of reverence and awe one might 
feel towards that which the symbol signifi es.2 Perhaps, then, this is what Tillich has 
in mind when he says that symbols participate in the reality that is symbolized. Th at 
is, x participates in y means that x is similar to y in the sense that human beings feel 
towards and treat x in the same way they do y. Of course, simply by virtue of the 
fact that x and y are diff erent sorts of things there always will be modes of treatment 
appropriate to the one but not to the other. Th us we fold the fl ag; we do not fold 
the nation. We raise the fl ag; we do not, at least in the same sense, raise the nation. 
But what is required is that in certain important ways we feel towards and view the 
symbol in much the same way as we do that which it symbolizes.

Tillich’s identifi cation of God with being- itself should be viewed as an attempt to 
provide a doctrine of God that adequately accounts for a basic tension in the reli-
gious idea of God: a tension between ‘a tendency toward ultimacy’ and ‘a tendency 
toward concreteness’. Since being- itself is beyond all limitations, it is not diffi  cult 
to see how the identifi cation of God with being- itself satisfi es the tendency towards 
ultimacy in the idea of God. But on the surface it would appear that the identifi ca-
tion of God with being- itself renders it impossible to accommodate the tendency 
toward concreteness, a tendency that is refl ected in the religious person’s conception 

 2. One other possibility is the view of orthodox Catholicism that the bread and wine, when 
consecrated, actually become the body of Christ.
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of God and experience of God. For as Tillich notes, God is conceived by the reli-
gious person as a more or less concrete being – Yahweh, Baal, Zeus, Odin and so on 
– and experienced as personal. Once God is identifi ed with the ultimate of Tillich’s 
ontology (being- itself), how is it possible to adequately account for the tendency 
toward concreteness in the idea of God? Tillich puts the problem as follows:

Is not God in the religious encounter a person among others, related 
to them as an I to a thou, and vice versa? And, if so, is he not a being, 
while the ontological question asks the question of being- itself, of the 
power of being in and above all beings? In the ontological question, is 
not God himself transcended? (1955a: 27–8)

As we have seen, his eff ort to resolve this problem rests on his theory of religious 
symbols. His central point is this:

Th e religious symbol has a special character in that it points to the 
ultimate level of being, to ultimate reality, to being itself, to meaning 
itself … Religious experience is the experience of that which concerns 
us ultimately. Th e content of this experience is expressed in religious 
symbols. (1955b: 109–10)

What this passage reveals is that Tillich’s theory of religious experience embraces 
three distinct points: (i) religious symbols point to being- itself; (ii) being- itself 
is that which is of ultimate concern for us; and (iii) the concrete content of our 
ultimate concern is a religious symbol. In a signifi cant religious experience, its 
immediate content is never being- itself, it is something more or less concrete, a 
burning bush perhaps, that Tillich takes to be the concrete content of the experi-
ence (a religious symbol). He then interprets the profound experience involving 
the burning bush as somehow representing what is ultimate in his metaphysics, 
being- itself, and attaches to this the claim that the person who has the reli-
gious experience on seeing the burning bush is in reality experiencing, via the 
burning bush, that which concerns us ultimately, being- itself. Th us we fi nd Tillich 
providing somewhat complicated interpretations of what is actually going on 
in acts of religious devotion: “Devotion to the crucifi x is really directed to the 
crucifi xion on Golgotha, and devotion to the latter is in reality intended for the 
redemptive action of God, which is itself a symbolic expression for an experience 
of what concerns us ultimately” (1961: 301). Presumably, Tillich is interpreting 
the crucifi x as a symbol pointing beyond itself to the crucifi xion on Golgotha, 
which itself is symbolic for the redemptive action of God, which itself is symbolic 
for an experience of what concerns us ultimately: being- itself. Of course, no one 
directly experiences being- itself. Indeed, only Tillich and his followers, or those 
who have read his writings, have even the concept of being- itself. Th e focus of a 
religious experience, Tillich would claim, is always something concrete that serves 
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as a symbol of the ultimate: being- itself. And provided one can experience x via 
experiencing something concrete that in some way expresses x, one can be said 
to have experienced x, even if one lacks a concept of x. Th us Tillich can say that 
devotion for the redemptive action of God “is itself a symbolic expression for an 
experience of what concerns us ultimately”: being- itself. Th is is, of course, Tillich’s 
philosophical interpretation of what occurs in religious experience. And whether 
it is correct or not logically depends on whether his philosophical view that there 
is such a reality as being- itself on which all existing things depend for their exist-
ence is true. If it is not true, his entire ontological theory of religious symbols is 
a failure. Of course, so long as we cannot discover anything contradictory in his 
ontology, we will have to allow that for all we know his theory could be correct. 
And given that there is little to be said about being- itself – other than what it is not 
– the task of discovering a contradiction either in his account of being- itself or in 
its relation to whatever we know to exist would be extraordinarily diffi  cult.

What is perhaps worth pursuing is the question of whether there are any good 
or convincing reasons to think that there is such a reality as being- itself. And on 
this matter we can do no more than examine Tillich’s argument for his view that 
it is necessarily true that there is such a reality as being- itself:

Th e ontological question, the question of being- itself, arises in some-
thing like a ‘metaphysical shock’ – the shock of possible non- being. 
Th is shock oft en has been expressed in the question, ‘Why is there 
something: why not nothing?’ But in this form the question is mean-
ingless, for every possible answer would be subject to the same ques-
tion in an infi nite regression. Th ought must start with being. It cannot 
go behind it, as the form of the question itself shows. If one asks why 
there is not nothing, one attributes being even to nothing. Th ought is 
based on being, and it cannot leave this basis; but thought can imagine 
the negation of everything that is, and it can describe the nature and 
structure of being which give everything that is the power of resisting 
non- being. (1951: 163–4)

Tillich argues that there is something seriously wrong with the question ‘Why 
is there something; why not nothing?’ In this passage he presents two distinct 
reasons for rejecting this question. Th e fi rst is simply that it is impossible to answer 
the question, for whatever thing we refer to in our explanation of why something 
exists will be such that the very same question can be asked about it. To endeavour 
to answer this question is to initiate an infi nite regress of question and answer. 
And because it is impossible to answer the question, Tillich concludes that the 
question is meaningless.

It is doubtful that the reason Tillich mentions really justifi es his conclusion 
that the question ‘Why is there something, why not nothing?’ is meaningless. For 
it is not at all clear that the question cannot be answered. Indeed, the notion of a 
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necessary being – a being whose nature entails its existence, a being that does exist 
and logically could not fail to exist – is precisely what, for many advocates of the 
ontological argument and for some advocates of a version of the cosmological 
argument, does answer the question. For the answer tells us that it is impossible 
for there to be nothing since it is necessarily the case that God exists.

Tillich does off er a second reason for taking the question ‘Why is there 
something, why not nothing?’ to be meaningless. “If one asks why there is not 
nothing, one attributes being even to nothing” (1951: 163). What he means is 
that the possibility that one endeavours to envisage when one asks ‘Why is there 
not nothing?’ is not a possibility at all. For the proposition ‘Nothing exists’ or 
‘Nothing is’ attributes being even to nothing. Hence, the question must be rejected 
because it asks why something is not so – that is, that nothing exists – which 
could not conceivably be so. It could not conceivably be so because it involves 
the contradiction of predicating being of non-existence (nothing). It is diffi  cult to 
assess this argument. For the argument to be successful, ‘x has being’ must entail 
‘x exists’. Otherwise something could have being even though nothing exists. But 
if ‘x has being’ does entail ‘x exists’, there does appear to be a contradiction in 
attributing being to something that does not exist. But if that is so, it simply would 
be a mistake for anyone, including Tillich, to think that the proposition ‘Nothing 
exists’ or ‘Nothing is’ attributes being even to nothing. Th e proposition ‘Nothing 
exists’ does not assert that some very mysterious entity, ‘Nothing’, itself has the 
property of existing. What it asserts is that should there be a proposition that 
asserts or entails the existence of anything whatever, that proposition would be 
false. Th erefore, it is diffi  cult to credit Tillich’s claim that “If one asks why there is 
not nothing, one attributes being even to nothing”. And apart from accepting that 
claim, Tillich appears to have no suffi  cient reason for claiming that the question 
‘Why is there something, why not nothing?’ is meaningless.

Tillich has developed a philosophical theology that is important in contem-
porary culture. By rejecting the view that God is an existing being in favour of the 
view that God is being- itself he has managed to avoid many of the critical argu-
ments in opposition to traditional theism. Moreover, his interpretation of reli-
gious symbols is both profound and enlightening. If there is a weakness in his 
philosophical theology, it lies in his reasons and arguments for the view that there 
is such a reality as being- itself.3
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karl barth
Paul Dafydd Jones

Writing to a close friend in 1922, Karl Barth (1886–1968) confessed bewilderment 
at the work of John Calvin, the sixteenth-century Protestant Reformer (see Vol. 
3, Ch. 4). “Calvin is a cataract, a primeval forest, a demonic power”, he wrote. “I 
lack completely the means, the suction cups, even to assimilate this phenomenon, 
not to speak of presenting it adequately” (Barth 1964: 101). While such fl our-
ishes of rhetorical creativity may be in short supply at present, comparable reac-
tions to Barth – arguably the greatest Protestant thinker of the twentieth century 
– are fairly common. Dismay at fi nding most interpretive paradigms inadequate; 
perplexity in face of a prose style accessible, yet stretched to conceptual breaking-
point; astonishment at a ‘Christological concentration’ that inhibits freewheeling 
speculation, but enables doctrinal innovation on a grand scale: these are common 
responses among those who come newly to Barth. While few read without sensing 
a formidable intellect at work, many fi nd themselves overcome by the scope and 
drift  of Barth’s thought.

Th is chapter obviously cannot provide the ‘suction cups’ needed to gain purchase 
on Barth. Such appendages must be self-grown; their development requires a 
sustained engagement with the original texts. My aim is rather to orient readers 
to key features of Barth’s thought, focusing primarily on the multi-volume Church 
Dogmatics.1

Th e eldest child of Anna Katharina and Johann Friedrich Barth, Karl was born 
in the northern Swiss city of Basle in 1886. His childhood, spent mostly in Berne, 
was distinguished by a solid education, an atmosphere of moderately conservative 
piety and a fondness for rough-and-tumble. He commenced university studies in 
Berne in 1904, having decided on theology as a course of study and ministry as 
a vocation. He subsequently spent time in Berlin and Marburg, delighting in the 

 1. Barth (1956–77). When I cite this work in the main body of text, the notation CD is 
followed by the relevant volume and part number.
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thought of Protestant liberals such as Adolf von Harnack (1851–1930), Wilhelm 
Herrmann (1846–1922) and Martin Rade (1857–1940). In 1911 he took a parish in 
Safenwil, a small industrial town in the Aargau region in the north of Switzerland. 
In this year he also became engaged to Nelly Hoff mann. Th e couple married in 
1913.

Pastoral responsibilities put Barth’s commitment to Protestant liberalism under 
tremendous strain. Key tenets of the theological outlook he had embraced at 
university – specifi cally, the presumption that historical-critical refl ection ought 
to govern scriptural interpretation, a positive appraisal of religious experience and 
bourgeois morality, a concern to coordinate theological refl ection and cultural 
affi  rmation, and the marginalization of eschatology – began to lose their lustre. 
Th is became acutely evident when Barth’s sermons were “forced out with terrible 
birth-pangs” (Busch 1976: 61).2 Concomitantly, social and political issues weighed 
heavily on Barth’s mind. Locally, Barth recognized the necessity of resisting the 
exploitation of working-class parishioners. He therefore worked hard to under-
stand the complex material conditions that engendered economic oppression and 
campaigned for Christianized forms of socialism. Nationally, Barth was appalled 
by various intellectuals’ endorsement of Germany’s foreign policy at the outbreak 
of the First World War, not least because a number of his former teachers were 
signatories of a manifesto supporting armed confl ict. Barth would later cite this 
symbol of Kriegstheologie (war theology) as a pivotal moment in his disillusion-
ment with liberalism, claiming that it disclosed a theological posture that could 
neither identify nor eff ectively oppose state-sponsored militarism.

Barth’s pastoral experiences, in conjunction with some intense interpersonal 
and religious encounters, had a tremendous eff ect on him. Negatively, it led to a 
loss of faith in Protestant liberalism. He began to view this modulation of Christian 
thought as a disastrous legitimization of bourgeois complacency, evasive of the 
foundational truths of the gospel. Positively, Barth discovered in himself a compul-
sive urge to promulgate a theological viewpoint of his own, a viewpoint that, while 
cognizant of the philosophical, cultural and political conditions of Western moder-
nity, was also passionately committed to the vital claims of Christian faith. In close 
conversation with his friend and confi dant Eduard Th urneysen, Barth began to 
expound this new perspective in sermons, in numerous essays and speeches and 
in Th e Epistle to the Romans (hereaft er Romans) – arguably the most important 
biblical commentary of the twentieth century.

While the fi rst edition of Romans holds interest for scholars, the second edition, 
published in 1922, shows most vividly the cast of Barth’s early thought. Th ere is, 
fi rst of all, an uncompromising commitment to reading the Bible theologically. 
While Barth did not deny the utility of historical-critical insights, his primary 

 2. Th is is a phrase used in one of Barth’s letters to Eduard Th urneysen, dated 1 April 1917. For 
the letter see Barth (1973: 187–90).
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concern is to recover a mode of exegesis alert to the possibility of divine revela-
tion. He therefore adopts a theological posture reminiscent of the sola scriptura 
principle championed by Martin Luther and John Calvin (see Vol. 3, Chs 3, 4). He 
construes the Bible as a discursive realm through which God reveals Godself; he 
places Scripture, in all of its threatening and unusual complexity, at the centre of 
theological refl ection. Th is does not mean, however, that Barth favours anything 
akin to the scriptural ‘inerrantism’ propounded by some contemporary evangelical 
Christians. Barth’s version of the “old doctrine of Verbal Inspiration” (1968: 18) 
turns on the postulation of an indirect identity between the word of God and the 
words of Scripture. “Th e Strange New World Within the Bible”3 becomes vital and 
inhabitable through God’s gracious action, which alone renders Scripture revela-
tory. Th us the task for the biblical exegete is to encounter God’s address today: to 
hear the divine word that sounds, now, in the human words of Scripture.

Secondly, in Romans Barth insists on the objectivity and otherness of God. Th e 
insistence on ‘objectivity’ is an insistence that the sheer reality of God’s being and 
action is a dominant concern in theological discourse. A simple tautology – “God 
is God” (1968: 11) – has inexhaustible importance, for it is the irreducible fact of 
God’s being, above all else, that grounds faith and provides Christian theology 
with its principal theme. Th e insistence on ‘otherness’ is an insistence that God’s 
reality ought not to be equated with any created reality. Th e second edition of 
Romans upholds, oft en ruthlessly, an “infi nite qualitative distinction”4 between 
God and humanity, God and culture, God and world. Barth hereby contests an 
implication of much Protestant liberal thought, namely, that God is continuous 
with, or at the very least akin to, bourgeois European religiosity, experience and 
morality. Th e opposite is the case. God is the “divine contradiction” (ibid.: 40); the 
“Holy One, the altogether Other” (ibid.: 42); the Lord who is otherwise than the 
world and humankind.

Th is brings us to the third aspect of Barth’s thought at this time: a description 
of Christian existence that makes existential unrest a constitutive element of faith. 
Th e term krisis, heavy with connotation in the chaotic aft ermath of the First World 
War, pervades Romans: it signals that the Christian fi nds herself buff eted between 
an awareness of sin and an encounter with God’s saving love. While faith is prop-
erly described in terms of the Christian being simul iustus et peccator (simultan-
eously justifi ed and sinful), the simul – or, to dialectize Friedrich Schleiermacher 
(see Vol. 4, Ch. 3), the “antithesis of sin and grace”5 – fascinates Barth to the point 
at which any pietistic construal of faith qua assurance drops away. Certainly, God’s 
grace outbids sin. Barth’s emphasis on divine objectivity and otherness does not 
make God a metaphysical brute fact; God cannot be thought aright unless the 
saving activity of Christ and the Holy Spirit norms theological refl ection. But Barth 

 3. Th is is the title of an address Barth delivered in 1916. See Barth (1978: 28–50).
 4. Barth takes this phrase from Søren Kierkegaard (see Vol. 4, Ch. 13).
 5. Th is is a key phrase in Schleiermacher’s Christian Faith (1999).
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maintains, nevertheless, a decidedly un-pietistic sense that existential disquiet is 
basic to Christian life. God’s saving action causes acute unease, both with respect 
to the suffi  ciency of ‘religion’ as it mediates the relationship between God and the 
human and with respect to the challenges of Christian existence. Th us a trio of 
striking sentences at the heart of Romans: 

In God I am what I am; I cannot therefore wait to be what I am. Under 
grace, and aware of the message of Christ, I am exposed to the full 
and unavoidable earnestness of His demand, claim, and promise; I am 
subjected to a vast and vehement pressure. To be a Christian is to be 
under this pressure. (1968: 229)

Barth expresses exactly this existential unrest on each and every page of Romans. 
Since human language cannot do justice to God’s reality and action, since the 
human being can only hope to be what she ought to be, given that she dashes 
God’s hopes at every moment, so then must theology move between affi  rmation 
and negation, comedy and tragedy, time and eternity.

Th ese comments, of course, only skim the surface of a text at once monstrous, 
beautiful and baffl  ing. Romans can be read in various ways: a compelling alterna-
tive to Harnack’s liberal manifesto Das Wesen des Christentums (Th e essence of 
Christianity; 1900);6 a modulation of Herrmannian liberalism, with an outsized 
affi  rmation of divine reality accompanying a marginalization of historical-critical 
refl ection; a competitor to the provocations of Ernst Troeltsch and the ‘history of 
religions’ school; an outburst of avant garde literary expressionism; a problematic 
swansong for the religious socialisms of Hermann Kutter and Leonhard Ragaz; 
an initial step towards a genuinely post-Kantian project that recognizes Christian 
theology to be grounded in God’s self-revelatory and salvifi c action. Whichever 
evaluative tack is preferred (the options above are not mutually exclusive), one 
point stands beyond dispute: Romans represents the fi rst move in a theological 
project that would dominate the next four decades of Barth’s life.

Barth’s employment at several German universities followed on the heels of 
the success of Romans: he held posts at Göttingen, Münster and Bonn in fairly 
quick succession. At each institution, he worked furiously to accredit himself 
academically, spending considerable time on biblical exegesis, the history of 
Christian thought and the interpretation of theological giants such as Calvin, 
Schleiermacher and Anselm. He also off ered lecture cycles on dogmatics and in 
1927 produced the initial volume of an aborted systematic theology, Die chris-
tliche Dogmatik (Christian dogmatics; see Barth 1982). Th e question of how 
Barth’s work in the 1920s and early 1930s relates to his later theology has sparked 
some debate. Infl uentially, Hans Urs von Balthasar (1992) viewed Barth’s study of 

 6. For the English translation, see Harnack (1978).
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Anselm, published in 1930, as the point of decisive maturation. It was at this junc-
ture, Balthasar argued, that Barth fi nally transitioned from a ‘dialectical’ position 
that depended, in part, on existentialist philosophy, to an ‘analogical’ posture, 
whereby Christian discourse is responsive to God’s revelation and God’s forma-
tion of Christian faith. More recently, Bruce McCormack (1995) has contested 
this reading, arguing that Barth’s fi rst series of lectures on dogmatics held pivotal 
importance for his intellectual formation. For McCormack, Barth’s immersion in 
Protestant scholasticism enabled him to tie a neo-Kantian construal of revelation 
to the ‘Christological concentration’ that characterizes his later work. Whatever 
interpretation one ultimately favours, there is at least clarity about Barth’s theo-
logical ambition in the 1920s. Moving beyond a critique of liberalism and the 
rhetorical fl amboyance of Romans, Barth now aimed to formulate an expansive 
and conceptually precise statement of Christian belief. And from the mid-1930s 
until his death, this ambition found fulfi lment in the Church Dogmatics.

Before considering this remarkable text more closely, mention must be made 
of Barth’s resistance to National Socialism. Although Barth steered clear of poli-
tics in the 1920s, Hitler’s seizure of power spurred him to action. An initial public 
statement against Nazism was Th eological Existence Today (1933); in 1934, Barth 
also penned much of the ‘Barmen Declaration’ issued by the ‘Confessing Church’ 
(a Protestant coalition whose members opposed Nazi policies, especially as they 
impinged on the ecclesial sphere). At fi rst sight, neither text seems particularly 
political. Th eological Existence Today, for instance, opens with the striking claim 
that scholars ought to do “theology and only theology … as though nothing had 
happened” (1933: 9). Yet with these and other texts Barth invented a new kind 
of political theology, distinguished by its radical content and indirect rhetoric. 
Th is theology showed only secondary interest in the specifi cs of Hitler’s political 
programme, hideous as these were. Its principal goal was to expose the funda-
mentally idolatrous character of Nazism, given that this ideology comprehensively 
evaded the fact that the only genuine ‘authority’ is God, Godself, the One revealed 
in the Hebrew Bible and New Testament. Divine authority, in other words, inval-
idates every totalitarian political claim. For if “we reject the false doctrine, as 
though there were areas of our life in which we would not belong to Jesus Christ, 
but to other lords” (Cochrane 1976: 240), what choice does the Christian have but 
to protest against fascism in all of its forms?

Th is is not to say that Barth’s resistance should be blithely lauded. It can be 
argued that he did too little, too late; that the theological idiom employed was 
overly subtle, in face of the Nazi threat; that, along with other members of the 
‘Confessing Church’, a concern for ecclesial autonomy forestalled a more forthright 
denunciation of anti-Semitism. Whatever the case, the powers-that-be viewed 
Barth’s activity with consternation. Th eological Existence Today was banned in July 
1934; Barth’s public lectures, sermons and critiques of Christians sympathetic to 
Nazism were disparaged; his refusal to sign an oath of loyalty to Hitler led to a 
tribunal and monetary fi ne; and the Gestapo banned his speaking in public in 
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March 1935. In June 1935 the Minster of Cultural Aff airs dismissed Barth from his 
post at Bonn. Barth therefore left  Germany and returned to Switzerland, taking up 
a university post in his hometown of Basle.

the church dogmatics

While the size of the Church Dogmatics – an unfi nished work of twelve heft y part-
volumes, amounting to around nine thousand pages – makes summary diffi  cult, 
broad interpretive judgements can be formulated with relative ease. Th ere are two 
reasons for this fortunate state of aff airs.

On one level, Barth was a highly disciplined author, fascinated with the order 
and form of doctrinal refl ection. Although the word ‘system’ would occasion 
protest (it could signal an evasion of revelation under cover of intellectual tidi-
ness), Barth’s mature work depended on stable assumptions, recognizable argu-
mentative patterns and an interlocking clutch of motifs. Furthermore, he organized 
the Dogmatics according to a clear sequence of topics: “Th e Doctrine of the Word 
of God”, “Th e Doctrine of God”, “Th e Doctrine of Creation” and “Th e Doctrine 
of Reconciliation” (volumes one to four, respectively; Barth died before the fi ft h 
volume on redemption could be written). Th is structure allowed Barth to off er 
a progressively thickening description of Christian thought, with claims expli-
cated, anticipated, recapitulated and refi ned from various angles. Th e total eff ect 
is a dense but mappable discursive world, the intelligibility of which goes hand in 
hand with particular landscapes of startling nuance and novelty.

On another level, Barth believed that Christian faith, by virtue of its internal 
dynamics, engenders a comprehensible account of itself. Scripture witnesses to 
God’s self-presentation in Christ by way of the ‘anticipations’ and ‘recollections’ 
of the Old and New Testaments; at the same time, God’s conferral of faith carries 
with it an ordered intellectual apprehension of these anticipations and recollec-
tions. Christian theology, as Anselm suggested (see Vol. 2, Ch. 6), is therefore a 
matter of ‘faith seeking understanding’. Th e dogmatician ‘follows up’ God’s self-
revelation, disclosed in the Bible, gift ed in faith and embodied in the Christian 
community.

the church and christian theology

With the title Church Dogmatics, Barth suggests that theology ought to derive from 
and pertain to the Christian community. In deriving from the church, theology 
provides an account of the Christian community’s encounter with revelation. Th is 
does not mean that dogmatics must be reckoned a subset of historical theology, 
with the ‘aff ections’ of a specifi c community supplying the point of departure for 
theological refl ection. Against Schleiermacher, Barth insists that the primary ‘data’ 
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with which the theologian works are not ecclesial, but rather biblical. Past wisdom 
(creeds, major theological works, controversies, etc.) might assist the theologian 
in the execution of her task, but her starting-point is never other than the Bible’s 
continuing witness of God’s self-revelation. In pertaining to the church, theology 
aims to guide the thought and practice of actual Christian communities. Barth’s 
preference for the word ‘dogmatics’, over and against less assuming phrases (such 
as ‘systematic theology’), ought therefore to be taken seriously. His is a discourse 
of unabashedly didactic proportions. He ventures claims boldly and unapologeti-
cally; he aims to instruct. None of this is to say, of course, that Barth presumes 
to speak sub specie aeterni (i.e. from a God’s-eye view). Despite an occasionally 
forbidding tone, he considers theological statements to be provisional, fallible and 
very much open to criticism. It does mean, though, that Barth eschews tentative-
ness when writing about God, creation, reconciliation and so on. Because faith 
participates in God’s self-knowledge, a cognitively signifi cant understanding of 
God’s being, intentions and action is always being made available to the Christian. 
And the theologian, in his or her own way, has a role in helping the Christian 
community to understand the God that it knows and worships.

Th e dogmatician will, of course, draw on resources external to the Christian 
tradition when considering the ‘understanding’ ingredient to faith. Barth is unper-
turbed by this prospect. He is certainly not antipathetic towards a positive rela-
tionship between theology and philosophy. Indeed, in order to present doctrinal 
claims in a maximally precise way, the Dogmatics freely appropriates conceptual 
patterns from Kant, Hegel and various other European thinkers. What Barth does 
oppose is a fi xed relationship between dogmatics and philosophy. Why so? Well, 
once again, Barth insists that it is God’s revelation, witnessed in the Hebrew Bible 
and New Testament, that constitutes the material basis of dogmatic refl ection. 
Th is revelation does not require supplement. God speaks fully, suffi  ciently and 
defi nitively through the words of Scripture. Accordingly, at no point may the theo-
logian allow philosophical claims to shape substantively her deliberations. Th e 
relationship between philosophy and theology must be administered on terms 
determined by Christian faith. While the theologian may talk with whomsoever 
she chooses (and the Dogmatics, at its best, converses freely with all manner of 
thinkers), attention must be fi xed on the word of God.

god as trinity, and the doctrine of election

Barth is a thoroughly Trinitarian thinker, insistent that the one God be identifi ed 
as Father, Son and Holy Spirit. In contrast to Schleiermacher’s somewhat hesitant 
suggestion that the doctrine of the Trinity summarizes, at a remove, the Christian 
community’s self-consciousness, Barth considers a frank acclamation of divine 
triunity to be the proper starting-point for theological refl ection. Th us Church 
Dogmatics I/1 outlines the doctrine of the Trinity via an analysis of the structure of 
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revelation. It is not quite that the Trinity is “an immediate utterance concerning the 
Christian self-consciousness” (the claim resisted by Schleiermacher [1999: 738–
42]); rather, the doctrine arises when Christians begin to think about faith, which 
meditates on the basic fact that God presents himself as “Revealer, Revelation, 
and Revealedness” (CD I/1, §8). At the same time, Barth critiques the classical 
description of God as ‘three persons in one essence’. To his mind, the word ‘person’ 
connotes a distinct centre of consciousness, and thereby imperils a robust affi  r-
mation of God’s unity and simplicity. Talking about God’s three ‘ways or modes 
of being’ is therefore preferable. Such phraseology maintains an Augustinian 
emphasis on divine unity (see Vol. 1, Ch. 18, “Augustine”) while also highlighting 
God’s triune self-diff erentiation.

Although Church Dogmatics I advances a prolegomenal statement that spells 
out certain ‘rules’ for talking about God’s triunity (I/2, incidentally, adds impor-
tant remarks on Christology, Scripture and the nature of the Christian commu-
nity), it is the second volume of the Dogmatics that shows Barth to be a thinker of 
startling creativity. Church Dogmatics II/1 advances the striking claim that God 
is “the One who loves in freedom”, because God is free, God is Lord of God’s own 
being, determining exclusively God’s identity and activity. God certainly stands 
under no external constraints with respect to God’s relationship with creation and 
humankind: Barth remarks oft en that God could have been ‘satisfi ed’ with God’s 
own life, rich as it is in its triune relating. How much more signifi cant, then, that 
God does move towards humankind! Th us, correlative to a declaration of divine 
freedom, Barth emphasizes divine love. God’s freedom is put in service of God’s 
decision to exist in companionship with humankind. Th ere is no part of God that 
does not intend fellowship with each and every human being. God’s objectivity 
and otherness, not to mention God’s ‘perfections’ (omnipotence, omniscience, 
etc.) must be understood in light of God’s decision to be pro nobis.

Church Dogmatics II/2 intensifi es this line of thought by way of an auda-
cious re-conceptualization of the doctrine of election. Many classical Reformed 
thinkers, following Calvin’s suggestions (which were uncompromisingly codi-
fi ed by the Synod of Dort in 1618/19), tended to view election in terms of the 
post-mortem standing of the individual. Th ose whom God deems to be ‘elect’ 
profi t from unmerited grace and will enjoy a future of blessedness; those whom 
God renders ‘reprobate’, in contrast, will suff er judgement and condemnation for 
their sins. Barth baulks at this line of thought. Not only is it incompatible with 
his account of God – for what manner of love expresses itself in this way? – but, 
more particularly, it makes election external to God’s being. Barth’s response is to 
position election within the doctrine of God. Election specifi es how God loves in 
freedom. It describes God’s eternal decision to assign Godself qua Son the iden-
tity of Jesus Christ, ‘electing God’ and ‘elected human’. In light of this decision, 
it becomes impossible for Christian theology to think of the being and action of 
God as generically pro nobis. God’s love for humanity works itself out in utterly 
particular terms. God involves Godself intimately in the salvation of humankind, 
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organizing God’s own being around the person of Jesus Christ. By way of the 
doctrine of election, then, the programmatic Trinitarianism of Church Dogmatics I 
is conjoined to a ‘Christological concentration’ of startling force. One cannot think 
about God’s triunity without reference to the Incarnation; one cannot think about 
the Incarnation without reference to God’s being Father, Son and Holy Spirit.

Two further points about Church Dogmatics II require mention. First, in II/1 
and II/2 Barth’s ‘actualistic’ ontology gains vivid expression. As the word suggests, 
discussions of God’s reality require a description of God’s being-in-act. God is 
not akin to an object apprehended by human beings; God, in fact, is oft en not 
usefully described with conventional terms such as essence, substance or nature. 
For God is an event, a rich dynamic process, a life distinguished by vitality and 
exuberance. Secondly, in connecting the doctrines of election and God, Barth 
departs signifi cantly from what is sometimes called ‘classical theism’: a perspective 
that presents God as ontologically impervious to events transpiring in the fi nite 
sphere. Although Barth does not believe the divine is adventitiously qualifi ed by 
such events (he would vigorously reject ‘process’ perspectives), he does claim that 
God freely determines Godself qua Son in terms of the person of Jesus Christ. By 
dint of God’s free elective decision, the principal event by which God manifests 
God’s unwavering love for and solidarity with humankind – the life, death and 
resurrection of Jesus Christ – is always being applied to God’s life, just as God 
applies this event to the life of humanity as such. Because of God’s unceasing and 
jealous love for humankind, God wills that God qua Son be ‘humanized’ in this 
way, with the concrete life of the ‘electing God’ and ‘elected human’ becoming a 
part of God’s identity for all eternity.

humanity and creation

As should already be evident, Barth’s concern to stick close to the biblical texts and 
to focus attention on the person of Christ does not constrain his thinking. While 
metaphysical fl ights of fancy may be suppressed, Barth’s ‘particularism’ enables a 
theological vision of unusual precision, range and audacity. Th ese qualities are in 
ample supply throughout Church Dogmatics III, a four-part volume that considers, 
among other things, humanity, ethics, creation and the nature of evil.

Barth’s theological anthropology is grounded in his understanding of election 
and incarnation. Because the Son takes on the identity of Jesus Christ, all human-
kind has been made and remade: ‘made’ in that each human being is defi ned 
by Christ’s life of free obedience to God; ‘remade’ in that each human being’s 
sin has been cancelled and forgiven by way of Christ’s death and resurrection. 
Accordingly, Barth’s description of the human being sounds a consistently posi-
tive, even cheerful, note. Since humanity exists ‘in Christ’, sin cannot be a leading 
theme of dogmatics. Sin refers rather to the state from which the human being 
has been rescued: an ‘unnatural’ condition from which we have been liberated. 
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Barth therefore discusses human-being with categories such as gratitude, respon-
sibility and freedom. Th e imago dei defi nitive of each person bears a Christic, not 
an Adamic, face.

A distinguishing feature of this outlook is Barth’s rich understanding of human 
agency. Integral to the Dogmatics is a “moral ontology” (Webster 1995: 1, and 
passim): an expansive account of human action before and with God. In many 
cases, divine action is not exclusive of human action, but is rather inclusive of 
human action. Grace, one might say, capacitates. It is an event in which God 
gives human beings the opportunity to share in God’s work. A crucial term here 
is ‘correspondence’ (Entsprechung). It signals that genuine human agency occurs 
in light of, and in accordance with, God’s prevenient advance. Indeed, when the 
human being corresponds herself to God’s directive address, she realizes the 
imago dei to be not only a gift , but also a task. Th e task is possible because of a 
gracious initiative: God constantly approaches human beings, asking that we take 
up our covenantal commitments. Th e task is achievable in light of God’s conferral 
of ability: God gives us the strength to realize God’s intentions, to be ‘co-rulers’ 
(which means ‘co-lovers’) in the created realm.

In detailing this viewpoint, Barth’s ethical refl ections roam far and wide. He 
comments on prayer, political responsibility, work, the nature of the state, the 
responsibility of parents to their children and numerous other matters. At points, his 
outlook seems painfully outdated. His remarks on gender and sexuality, for example, 
betray a problematic embrace of patriarchal norms and have prompted concern 
among those who aim to connect Christian theology with the struggle for the rights 
of women, gay men and lesbians. At its best, though, the Dogmatics off ers ethical 
insights of abiding importance. For example, Barth’s opposition to a Kantian codifi -
cation of ethical principles and his preference for a ‘command ethic’ (introduced in 
Church Dogmatics II/2) does not disallow a ‘shaped’ Christian ethic; it rather ensures 
that discussions of Christian conduct take their bearings from a living relationship 
with God, mediated by Scripture. Equally, Barth’s insistence on the practical import 
of theology and his sharp critiques of self-serving religiosity have inspired various 
forms of liberation theology. Since dogmatics “has the problem of ethics in view 
from the very fi rst” (CD III/4, 3), the theologian cannot but be keenly interested in 
Christian conduct, in human suff ering and in questions of social justice.

Accompanying Barth’s theological anthropology is a broader doctrine of 
creation, laid out primarily in Church Dogmatics III/1 and III/3. Central here is 
the proposal that covenant and creation are correlative loci: covenant being the 
“internal basis of creation” and creation being “the external basis of the covenant”. 
Th is intriguing pairing raises more issues than can be considered here, not least 
the diffi  cult matter of Barth’s attitude towards scientifi c insights about cosmology 
and evolution. Most basically, though, the connection of covenant and creation 
indicates Barth’s belief that God’s redemptive intentions aff ect the entirety of fi nite 
reality. As such, the whole non-human world – animals and plants, human society 
and culture, angels and demons, and the like – must be considered in light of 
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God’s action, in Christ through the Spirit, to bring humanity into companionship 
with God. Genesis 1 and 2, equally, ought to be read as cosmological ‘sagas’ that 
recount God’s primordial commitment to relate graciously to humankind. And 
the doctrine of providence ought to do no less than attest to the inherent goodness 
of creation (a point of no small import, given that Barth wrote aft er the horrors 
of the Second World War and at the beginning of the cold war). To use Eberhard 
Busch’s rich formulation: throughout his treatment of creation, Barth draws atten-
tion to “God’s constant yes to his creature” (Busch 2004: 186–91).

An important bridge to Barth’s doctrine of reconciliation comes with his discus-
sion of evil. Summarizing suggestions ventured in earlier volumes, §50 of Church 
Dogmatics III/3 foregrounds the category of das Nichtige, roughly translatable as 
‘nothingness’. Th is term identifi es evil as both genuinely inexplicable and genuinely 
threatening. It is inexplicable because theology must herewith confess its ‘broken-
ness’ (for how can the evil that God does not will be comprehensible?); it is threat-
ening because, by dint of human sinfulness, a rogue dynamic haunts the created 
order, imperiling God’s plan of salvation. Only God’s gracious intervention in 
human aff airs, specifi cally in the person of Christ, can re-establish the covenantal 
relationship that God wishes to enjoy with each and every human being.

reconciliation: jesus christ, sin and the christian life

Barth’s doctrine of reconciliation, articulated throughout Church Dogmatics IV, 
is noteworthy both for its size and for its intricate structure. Barth maintains and 
nuances further the ‘Christological concentration’ of previous volumes by using 
the munus triplex (Christ’s ‘threefold offi  ce’) to pattern his remarks. Volume IV/1 
considers Christ’s identity as the humiliated ‘priest’, IV/2 describes Christ as the 
exalted ‘king’, and IV/3 focuses on Christ as ‘prophet’. (Th e incomplete IV/4, 
incidentally, tackles baptism, putting forward the controversial suggestion that 
Christian communities eschew infant baptism and practise adult baptism.) Atop 
this Christological foundation, Barth lays further topics: justifi cation, sin as pride 
and fall, the gathering of the community and Christian faith (IV/1); sanctifi cation, 
sin as sloth and misery, the upbuilding of the community and Christian love (IV/2); 
and vocation, sin as falsehood and condemnation, the sending of the community 
and Christian hope (IV/3). Such architectonic virtuosity prevents any constriction 
of the dogmatic account of reconciliation, a problem Barth perceives to be endemic 
to Protestant scholasticism. It also ensures that his own ‘Christological concentra-
tion’ fl ows into expansive discussions of sin, the Holy Spirit and the church.

Church Dogmatics IV begins in earnest with Barth’s famous discussion of “Th e 
Way of God into the Far Country” (IV/1, §59). Barth’s focus in this paragraph is 
the divinity of Christ: he aims to describe how the Son responds to the Father’s 
call that humanity be brought into fellowship with God. Th is leads to the daring 
suggestion that there is obedience within the life of God. For if God qua Son 
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determines in terms of the Incarnation, and Christ lives according to the will of 
the Father, how can one describe the relationship between the fi rst and second 
‘persons’ of the Trinity other than in terms of obedience? Concomitantly, Barth 
advances a model of atonement that recalls the juridical mindset of many of his 
Reformed forebears, identifying Christ as the “judge judged in our place” (IV/1, 
§59.2). Justifi cation, on this reckoning, entails the restorative (not retributive) 
‘punishment’ of sinful humanity in the person of Christ. Volume IV/2 switches 
the angle of vision, focusing on the kingship of Christ and the sanctifi cation of 
humankind eff ected by his life and death. By way of conversations with Protestant 
scholasticism and some brilliant exegetical moves, Barth’s affi  rmation of Christ’s 
divinity is now complemented by a sophisticated account of Christ’s humanity 
and human agency. Making full use of the idea of ‘correspondence’, Barth suggests 
that Christ’s humanity has a pivotal, though secondary, role in God’s realization of 
reconciliation. Finally, IV/3 considers the luminous unity of Christ’s divinity and 
Christ’s humanity. Christ’s identity as ‘prophet’ is elucidated in terms of his being 
the defi nitive witness to God, the “light of the world” (John 8:12), who discloses 
truth abundantly and perfectly.

As suggested above, discussions of human sinfulness follow the Christological 
foundation of each part-volume. Barth’s aim here is to show that dogmatic descrip-
tions of human corruption should be shaped by the scriptural accounts of Christ’s 
life and passion, as opposed to generic assumptions about wickedness. Th us IV/1’s 
account of Christ’s exinanition – the Son’s ‘humiliation’, as he incarnates and bears 
human sin – leads to a naming of sin as pride: human beings’ refusal to acknow-
ledge and conduct themselves as obedient servants of God. Th e presentation of 
the Son’s exaltation in IV/2, which focuses on Christ’s human correspondence to 
the divine will, exposes sin as sloth and misery. Sin is not merely disdain for divine 
Lordship; it is also a pitiful kind of lethargy that leads the human being to take 
up her assigned covenantal role. In IV/3, the treatments of sin as pride, fall, sloth 
and misery are complemented by an exposition of sin as falsehood. Each human 
being, not least the Christian, evades and distorts the truth; each human being, 
sinfully, obscures God’s gracious revelation.

At the end of each part-volume of Church Dogmatics IV one fi nds Barth’s 
descriptions of Christian life in community. Th is life is lived by a redeemed 
people: a people that enjoys, with and for the world, the Holy Spirit’s application 
of God’s reconciling love. Indeed, it is only by way of the operations of the Spirit 
that Christ’s ‘past’ history is made real in the present. Barth amplifi es the fi lioque 
clause of the Niceno-Constantinopolitan Creed (381 ce) in dramatic fashion, 
suggesting that the fi lioque ‘goes both ways’ in a manner that recalls the third book 
of Calvin’s Institutes of the Christian Religion (2006).7 As the Spirit proceeds from 

 7. Th is clause of the Niceno-Constantinopolitan Creed, favoured by many Western Christians, 
affi  rms that the Spirit ‘proceeds’ from the Father and the Son.
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the Father and the Son, the Spirit also moves back towards the Father and the Son. 
And with this movement, the Spirit draws human beings into a vital companion-
ship with God. Th us the ‘procession’ of the Spirit from the Father and the Son is 
honoured and complemented by the Spirit’s off ering humanity to the Son and the 
Father: humanity, that is, as it is (re)made in Jesus Christ. Th e Spirit, now and in 
the future, creates and rules over a church that is less an ‘institution’ and more an 
ongoing project: a distinctive time and space in which human beings, uplift ed by 
the resurrection, learn to live and grow in fellowship with “the One who loves in 
freedom”.

karl barth today

Although Barth has oft en been dubbed ‘neo-orthodox’, this chapter has assidu-
ously avoided such a characterization. If ‘orthodox’ means upholding established 
doctrine, with the qualifi er ‘neo’ suggesting only modest modifi cation, then 
Barth cannot be defi ned in this way. While his work shows unfl agging interest in 
established doctrinal loci, Barth sets his own stamp on every theological issue he 
tackles. As such, revelation is fi gured in terms of God’s triune self-presentation, 
traditional terminology for the divine persons is jettisoned, the doctrine of elec-
tion is radically reconceived, the relationship between divine and human action 
receives fresh and unusual attention, the munus triplex shapes the entire doctrine 
of reconciliation, and infant baptism is eff ectively rejected. Indeed, further inno-
vations have come into view throughout this chapter. Barth’s ‘politics’ involves a 
novel form of theological rhetoric; his doctrine of creation entails an exception-
ally positive account of humanity and the natural world, interrupted only by an 
admission of ‘inexplicable’ evil (which, incidentally, echoes Kant’s Religion within 
the Boundaries of Mere Reason [1996]); and his actualistic ecclesiology intimates 
a fascinating account of Christian life in community, superintended by the Spirit. 
Th e moral? Reliance on the category of ‘neo-orthodoxy’ inhibits appreciation of 
the Church Dogmatics and does Barth a terrible disservice. One must take Barth 
on his own terms: as a highly idiosyncratic thinker who will surprise, delight and 
sometimes antagonize his readers at every turn. Th e aim of this chapter has been 
to introduce some of Barth’s central provocations; I encourage interested readers 
now to turn directly to Barth’s own writings.

A fi nal question: what meaning does Barth hold for Western philosophy 
of religion and Christian theology today? Rather than moving back into the 
Dogmatics, I want to conclude by identifying two issues that merit close attention 
in the coming years. Th e fi rst issue concerns the political import of Barth’s thought. 
Barth obviously sought to move beyond debates about ‘church and state’ and ‘reli-
gion and public life’; with but a little attention, one detects political concerns 
woven into the thick textual fabric of the Dogmatics. Barth’s overwhelmingly 
positive view of creation and humanity, for example, involves a direct response 
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to post-war pessimism and the apocalyptic stupidity of nuclear stockpiling. And 
Barth’s denunciation of sinful pride and sloth (which might well manifest itself in 
a disengagement from the ‘world’) carries a critique of bourgeois complacency just 
as devastating as anything in Romans. But can those issues that preoccupy many 
contemporary thinkers – globalization and the (literally) mortifying misdistribu-
tion of wealth, the rights of women and looming ecological collapse, to name but 
a few – be adequately treated with an indirection similar to that which character-
izes the Dogmatics? More generally, given that Barth has inspired various forms of 
liberation theology (see e.g. Cone 1990), what future impact might his work have 
on politically progressive theological perspectives?

A second issue will perhaps have been looming in various readers’ minds. 
What should the philosopher of religion or Christian theologian make of Barth’s 
seemingly boundless confi dence in theological discourse? Th e Church Dogmatics 
is arguably one of the most utopian theological works of the last few centuries. It 
presents Christian faith in a remarkably ideal form; it betrays an impatience with 
ambiguity and doctrinal half-measures; it manifests an unwavering faith in the 
propriety and referentiality of Christian declarations about God. But such theo-
logical derring-do seems hard to sustain in the present day. Despite the rise of 
fundamentalist religious options at home and abroad, many in the late-modern 
West despair of committing to a particular religious tradition and feel inclined 
towards various kinds of epistemological humility when it comes to claims about 
God, the world, Jesus Christ and the like. And in this context one may well feel 
utterly perplexed by the faith and thought of Karl Barth. What ought one to do 
in this situation? Without falsely dichotomizing a ‘traditional’ faith reared on 
nostalgia and the transitory bluster of some postmodern thinkers, one can at least 
conjecture as to Barth’s response. “Th e decision”, he might say, “is not in your 
hands. Rely instead on God’s free love. And, since all else fails, simply cry out: 
Veni Creator Spiritus”.
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13
ludwig wittgenstein

Genia Schoenbaumsfeld

“Tell them I’ve had a wonderful life.” Th ese were Wittgenstein’s last words, spoken 
on his deathbed in 1951 (Monk 1991: 579). Certainly, Wittgenstein had a remark-
able life: one devoted not just to philosophy, but to a relentless pursuit of truth-
fulness, to a purity of heart and mind. Right until the very end Wittgenstein was 
working on remarks that have come to be known as On Certainty, but the only 
piece of writing completed and published during his lifetime remains his early 
masterpiece, the Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus (hereaft er Tractatus). It fell to his 
literary executors to prepare his immense Nachlass for publication.

Th e life that ended at Storeys End, Cambridge, began in fi n de siècle Vienna 
on 26 April 1889. Ludwig Josef Johann was the eighth and youngest child of a 
prominent and wealthy Austrian family of Jewish extraction. Th e Wittgenstein 
children grew up in an extraordinary environment: not only did the family itself 
display considerable musical talent, but their grand home in the Alleegasse was 
frequented by an assortment of the time’s greatest artistic fi gures, among them 
Johannes Brahms, Pablo Casals, Gustav Mahler and Bruno Walter. Wittgenstein’s 
sister Margarete was painted by Gustav Klimt, and his brother Paul became a cele-
brated concert pianist, for whom Ravel, Prokofi eff  and Strauss wrote concertos. 
But Ludwig’s early life was also overshadowed by tragedy: two of his brothers 
committed suicide before Ludwig was out of his teens.

Until he discovered philosophy by happening upon the work of Bertrand 
Russell while a research student in aeronautics at Manchester, Ludwig seemed the 
least promising of the Wittgenstein siblings, with more of a technical, practical 
bent than an artistic or intellectual one. But once taken on as Russell’s student at 
Cambridge, Wittgenstein’s great talent immediately became apparent, much to the 
surprise of his sister Hermine, to whom Russell said: “We expect the next big step 
in philosophy to be taken by your brother” (Monk 1991: 55). ‘Th e next big step’ 
turned out to be, according to the preface of the Tractatus, “the fi nal solution of 
the problems” (Wittgenstein 2002: 4) that had been bedevilling Gottlob Frege and 
Russell, or so Wittgenstein thought in 1918.
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Written during the First World War, while Wittgenstein was a volunteer in the 
Austrian Army, the Tractatus is perhaps best known for its last words: “What we 
cannot speak about we must pass over in silence” (Wittgenstein 2002: 89). For ten 
years aft er completing his book Wittgenstein himself remained true to this line, 
abandoning philosophy, and retraining to become a schoolteacher in an out-of-
the-way Austrian village called Trattenbach.

It was the philosophy of mathematics that reeled Wittgenstein in again: in 1928 
he heard Brouwer lecture in Vienna, and this may have served to convince him 
that there was, perhaps, more to say on the subject aft er all (Monk 1991: 251). 
Wittgenstein duly returned to Cambridge in January 1929, or, as Keynes put it: 
“God has arrived. I met him on the 5.15 train” (ibid.: 255).

In the subsequent years, Wittgenstein’s philosophy changed dramatically. 
He dismantled the logical atomism of the Tractatus and got rid of the idea that 
language functions in only one way: to convey pictures of the facts. Just as, 
throughout his life, he had striven to rid himself of sin, so Wittgenstein now tried 
to purge his thought of metaphysical dogmatism, in keeping with his conception 
of philosophy as work on oneself.

A year aft er Nazi Germany’s annexation of Austria, Wittgenstein succeeded 
G. E. Moore as Professor of Philosophy at Cambridge and became a natural-
ized British citizen. Th e outbreak of the Second World War temporarily put paid 
to Wittgenstein’s academic duties, and he took up war work at Guy’s Hospital 
in London. He resumed his position at Cambridge in 1944 only to resign it for 
good three years later, a refl ection of his view that Cambridge academic life was 
a kind of living death. Wittgenstein spent the last years of his life trying to get 
the Philosophical Investigations into publishable form. He died at a friend’s house 
in Cambridge three days aft er his sixty-second birthday, “one of the greatest and 
most infl uential philosophers of our time” (von Wright, in Malcolm 2001: 3). 

wittgenstein and religious belief

Wittgenstein published next to nothing on the philosophy of religion and yet 
his conception of religious belief has been immensely infl uential. While the 
concluding, ‘mystical’ remarks in his early work, the Tractatus, are notorious, 
we fi nd only a single allusion to theology in his magnum opus, the Philosophical 
Investigations (hereaft er PI), posthumously published in 1953. Wittgenstein’s 
mature views on the nature of religious belief must therefore be pieced together 
from scattered remarks made in his notebooks from the 1930s, the Lectures and 
Conversations on Religious Belief (compiled from lecture notes), the Remarks on 
Frazer’s “Golden Bough” and from what has come to be known as Culture and 
Value (hereaft er CV). All of the above, as well as recorded conversations with 
friends, testify to Wittgenstein’s lifelong involvement with religious issues, so it is 
not readily explicable why Wittgenstein remained silent about them in his most 
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important work. But then Wittgenstein once said to his friend Maurice Drury, “It 
is impossible for me to say in my book one word about all that music has meant 
in my life. How then can I hope to be understood?” (Rhees 1984: 79). Th is remark 
might equally well apply to religion.

Wittgenstein’s refl ections about religious belief are inspired by a number of 
thinkers, such as Tolstoy, Dostoevsky, William James and, most notably perhaps, 
the Danish philosopher, Søren Kierkegaard (see Vol. 4, Ch. 13).1 With the latter 
he shares the view that Christianity is not a theory about the behaviour of super-
natural entities, but an existence-communication, whose demands are primarily 
ethical, not intellectual. Th e believer, on this conception, is supposed to transform 
himself, not his ontological commitments; he is called to exist in the truth as lived 
out by Christ, the paradigm or pattern, not to engage in speculation about the 
metaphysical compatibility of the ‘two natures’ of Christ, say.

Wittgenstein once wrote: “If Christianity is the truth then all the philosophy 
that is written about it is false” (CV 83e).2 If this is indeed apt, it would seem to 
confi ne pretty much everything that goes on in philosophy of religion and theology 
departments to the scrapheap. Small wonder, therefore, that Wittgenstein’s views 
about the nature of religious belief continue to engender the fi ercest opposition, 
both in those who are sympathetic to religion and in those who are not. In this 
chapter I shall concentrate solely on Wittgenstein’s later conception of religious 
belief and shall leave his Tractatus views to one side.

Unsurprisingly, Wittgenstein’s conception of religious belief in many ways 
mirrors his philosophical concerns more generally. Just as Wittgenstein rejects 
the idea that philosophy is a theoretical exercise whose purpose consists in devel-
oping explanatory hypotheses about the hidden workings of language and the 
world – “we must do away with all explanation, and description alone must take 
its place” (PI §109)3 – so, too, he jettisons the thought that Christianity off ers us 
a philosophical theory about what goes on in a celestial realm. Instead, he shares 
Kierkegaard’s insight that truth “in the sense in which Christ is the truth is not 
a sum of statements, not a defi nition etc., but a life” (Kierkegaard 1991: 205). 
Christianity, according to Kierkegaard, provides a ‘radical cure’ for the problem 
of life and hence requires something much more fundamental than assent to a 
sum of tenets. Th is is already shown, as Wittgenstein points out in the Lectures 
and Conversations (hereaft er LC), by this “extraordinary use of the word ‘believe’. 
One talks of believing and at the same time one doesn’t use ‘believe’ as one does 
ordinarily. You might say (in the normal use): ‘You only believe – oh well …’” (LC 
59–60).4 But in the religious case it makes no sense to say ‘oh well’, for, as the Bible 

 1. For a detailed analysis of Wittgenstein’s relation to Kierkegaard, see Schönbaumsfeld 
(2007). 

 2. References to Culture and Value are to Wittgenstein (1977).
 3. References to the Philosophical Investigations are to Wittgenstein (1953).
 4.  References to the Lectures and Conversations are to Wittgenstein (1966).
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tells us: Th ou shalt believe. Th is, it would seem, is an ethical injunction – it is a call 
to become a certain kind of person (one, say, capable of acknowledging his need 
for redemption) – it is not the demand to force intellectual assent to a proposition 
about some kind of ‘master of the universe’ fi gure.

One does not, Wittgenstein thinks, come to Christianity through argument 
and intellectual deliberation; it is rather the shape of one’s life and experiences 
that will (or will not) teach one a use for the Christian concepts. Th e exigencies 
of life may, as it were, thrust these concepts upon one. It is for this reason that 
Wittgenstein says: “It strikes me that a religious belief could only be something 
like a passionate commitment to a system of reference. Hence, although it’s belief, 
it’s really a way of living, or a way of assessing life. It’s passionately seizing hold of 
this interpretation” (CV 64e).

Th e implications of Wittgenstein’s conception are complex and have not always 
been understood correctly. So, for example, it has oft en been thought, by believers 
and unbelievers alike, that by emphasizing faith’s ‘existential’ dimension – that is 
to say, its embeddedness in religious practice – Wittgenstein has thrown out the 
baby with the bathwater: once all the philosophy that is written about Christianity 
is put aside, we would seem to be left  with nothing more than adherence to a 
‘doctrineless’ form of life. If true, this would indeed be a serious objection. But 
the matter is much more complicated than this criticism would suggest. As in his 
philosophical practice more generally, the point of Wittgenstein’s remarks is to 
challenge the very terms in which the debate is cast. Th at is to say, Wittgenstein 
wants to show that it is itself an illusion to suppose that we are confronted by two 
exhaustive alternatives here: either adherence to a set of metaphysical beliefs (with 
certain ways of acting following from these beliefs) or passionate commitment to 
a way of life; there is no third way.

Th e thought that there cannot be any middle ground here is fuelled by the 
fact that we are naturally prone to suppose that it is possible neatly to separate 
the meaning of words from their use – “here the word, there the meaning. Th e 
money and the cow you can buy with it (But contrast: money, and its use)” (PI 
§121) – and so we might be tempted to believe, as many commentators do, that 
it is possible to inspect the words alone in order to fi nd out whether they make 
sense or not. Th is conception has fairly disastrous consequences for the meaning 
of religious language, as Kai Nielsen, for example, has shown:

It is not … that I think that God is an object among objects, but I do 
think … that he must – in some very unclear sense – be taken to be a 
particular existent among existents though, of course, ‘the king’ among 
existents, and a very special and mysterious existent, but not an object, 
not a kind of object, not just a categorical or classifi catory notion, but 
not a non-particular either. Th ough he is said to be infi nite, he is also 
said to be a person, and these two elements when put together seem 
at least to yield a glaringly incoherent notion. He cannot be an object 
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– a spatio-temporal entity but he is also a he – a funny kind of he to be 
sure – who is also said to be a person – again a funny kind of person 
– who is taken to be a person without a body: a purely spiritual being. 
Th is makes him out to be a ‘peculiar reality’ indeed. He gets to be even 
more peculiar when we are told he is an infi nite person as well. But 
now language has really gone on a holiday.  
 (Nielsen & Phillips 2005: 123)

What Nielsen seems to be assuming in this passage is that owing to the fact that 
I can understand what ‘person’ and ‘infi nite’ mean in ordinary contexts, I am also 
able to understand the religious expression ‘God is infi nite’, as if this were just a 
matter of combining the two linguistic ‘atoms’, ‘person’ and ‘infi nite’, into a ‘pecu-
liar’ complex whose sense, to put it mildly, is elusive. But if this were in fact a good 
model for understanding what goes on here, we would be similarly stumped as 
regards ethical and aesthetic language use; that is to say, we would have to conclude 
that it, too, is a partner in the crime of perpetual holidaying. For example, we 
would be just as much at a loss about how it is possible to apply emotive language to 
music, say. Th at is, if Nielsen’s analysis of ‘God-talk’ is anything to go by, we would 
be confronted by the following dilemma: either we understand sentences such as 
‘the music of the string quartet is tearful’ because it makes sense for sounds or bits 
of marks on a page to be sad – an analogue to Nielsen’s strictly literal rendering 
of religious language – or such sentences are, as Nielsen is fond of emphasizing, 
purely ‘symbolic’, that is, the ‘tearful’ is merely a fancy way of saying something 
like ‘arousing feelings of sadness in most perceivers’ – a correlate of Nielsen’s claim 
that if religious language cannot be construed literally, then it reduces to “morality 
touched by emotion” (Nielsen & Phillips 2005: 314). But, although philosophers 
have at one time or another held such views (e.g. Mackie 1982: 219–22), the options 
that Nielsen is presenting us with here do not strike me as exhaustive. It would be 
rash just to write-off  religious, moral and aesthetic language simply because it does 
not fi t nicely into either of Nielsen’s preconceived moulds.

So let us look instead at the alternative that Wittgenstein proposes:

Actually I should like to say that … the words you utter or what you 
think as you utter them are not what matters, so much as the diff er-
ence they make at various points in your life. How do I know that two 
people mean the same when each says he believes in God? … Practice 
gives the words their sense. (CV 85e)

In passages such as these Wittgenstein is not saying anything diff erent than when 
he is, for example, tackling the philosophical (or logical) problem of what it is 
to mean something in the Philosophical Investigations: “For a large class of cases 
– though not for all – in which we employ the word ‘meaning’ it can be defi ned 
thus: the meaning of a word is its use in the language” (PI §43).
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Th is view has the following implications for understanding the meaning of reli-
gious expressions. In order to be able to grasp their sense, you not only need to 
understand what the ‘atoms’ – that is, the individual words constituting the utter-
ance – mean in other contexts (in contexts, say, in which you have fi rst learnt 
the uses of these words), but what the sentence as a whole means, and for this to 
be possible, you must understand how the words are functioning in this specifi c 
context (you must, that is, understand their technique of application here); some-
thing that cannot be accomplished by, for example, simply hazarding a guess about 
what the words composing the sentence might or might not be ‘referring’ to. Th is 
is why Wittgenstein says (LC 55) that in one sense he understands all that the reli-
gious person who believes in a Last Judgement says, because he understands, for 
example, the ordinary words ‘God’ or ‘separate’,5 but that, in another sense, he does 
not understand the sentence at all for, in this particular context, he has no grasp 
of how these familiar words are used: “my normal technique of language leaves 
me” (ibid.).

Wittgenstein’s case, to borrow an example of Cora Diamond’s, is similar to 
someone who understands the ordinary use of the word ‘beautiful’, say, but who is 
at a loss when someone applies it to a person like George Eliot, for example. For 
according to the habitual criteria Eliot obviously is not beautiful. If I am therefore 
to understand this new application of a familiar concept, my ordinary vision must, 
as it were, fi rst be transformed. In Diamond’s words:

She [George Eliot], that magnifi cently ugly woman, gives a totally 
transformed meaning to ‘beauty’. Beauty itself becomes something 
entirely new for one, as one comes to see (to one’s own amazement, 
perhaps) a powerful beauty residing in this woman … In such a case, 
she is not judged by a norm available through the concept of beauty; 
she shows the concept up, she moves one to use the words ‘beauty’ and 
‘beautiful’ almost as new words, or as renewed words. She gives one a 
new vocabulary, a new way of taking the world in in one’s words, and 
of speaking about it to others. (2005: 125)

Th at is to say, a “conceptual reorientation” (ibid.) must take place if I am to 
understand the application of the word ‘beautiful’ to Eliot, a reorientation that, as 
Diamond says, makes possible new ways of speaking about the world. And some-
thing similar, if Wittgenstein is right, happens in religious contexts, when I am, 
for instance, suddenly brought to understand, perhaps through certain kinds of 

 5. It is unclear why Wittgenstein speaks of ‘separate’ in connection with a discussion of the 
Last Judgement, but I presume he is thinking of sentences such as ‘the soul is separate from 
the body’ or some such thing; of course, this is only a guess. What exactly Wittgenstein 
meant, however, is irrelevant to our discussion.
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experiences of dependence and dependability,6 what it means to call God ‘Father’. 
In this respect, just as Eliot “moves one to use the words ‘beauty’ and ‘beautiful’ 
almost as new words”, so, it could be said, does God move the religious believer to 
use the words ‘father’ or ‘fatherly love’ almost as new words.

Consequently, one could now say that for someone for whom this ‘conceptual 
reorientation’ does not occur, no real understanding of the sentence (or words) in 
question is possible. Th at is to say, someone like Wittgenstein, who does not know 
what to make of the ‘aft er death man’s’7 words, can be said only to ‘understand’ 
such sentences in the sense that he recognizes, for example, the ordinary English 
words ‘scrutiny’, ‘soul’ and so on that might constitute them, but without being 
able to understand, to speak with Diamond, the ‘renewed use’ of these words. 
Th is would be similar to someone who knows that the sun is a star located at the 
centre of our solar system, but who fails to see the aptness of the phrase ‘Juliet is 
the sun’. And such a failure of understanding cannot be remedied by, say, pointing 
at Juliet and at the sun and saying, ‘she is like that’, but rather by drawing attention 
to aspects of the sun that make the comparison with Juliet meaningful. If this still 
does not help, then perhaps getting the person to read more poetry will gradually 
make understanding dawn.8

It is ironic that in most philosophical domains it is fairly commonplace nowa-
days to appeal to context and practice when it comes to the question of eff ecting 
an understanding of something; indeed, as regards understanding ethical and 
aesthetic concepts, for example, one even speaks of cultivating certain virtues of 
character said to be necessary for making such understanding possible. But when 
it comes to understanding religious language, these lessons are generally forgotten 
and it is assumed that here the only pertinent question to ask is whether reli-
gious language ‘refers’, as if there were only one thing referring could be, as if what 
constitutes ‘referring’ does not itself, in many ways, depend on context. Noticing 
a ‘religious fact’, if one wants to talk that way, requires an understanding of theo-
logical concepts – such as, for example, seeing the point of calling God ‘Father’ 
– just as understanding a ‘mathematical fact’ needs the established practice of 
mathematics.

So when Wittgenstein is, for example, saying that Christianity is not a doctrine, 
he does not mean that it has no conceptual content. Rather, what he is suggesting 
is that being able, say, to recite the Creeds or statements of Catholic dogma is not 
suffi  cient for having any real understanding of religious concepts at all. For the 
kind of understanding that is required here is being able to see religious utter-
ances non-instrumentally, that is to say, being able to see their point and aptness 
rather than their ability, as it were, to convey ‘information’ about God. And being 

 6. Compare Wittgenstein’s talk of ‘feeling absolutely safe’ in the Lecture on Ethics.
 7. Th is phrase is Diamond’s.
 8. Of course it is possible that, regardless of what one tries, understanding will never occur. 

In such cases one may want to speak, like Wittgenstein, of a kind of ‘aspect blindness’.
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able to see this is not possible, if Wittgenstein is right, independently of having 
some familiarity and grasp of the Christian form of life and the phenomenology 
of experience that gave rise to it. Hence, when Wittgenstein says that the impor-
tant thing with regard to the Christian ‘doctrine’ is to understand “that you have 
to change your life” (CV 53e) or “the direction of your life” (CV 53e), he is not 
implying that it is somehow possible to do this without committing oneself to the 
Christian claims. For to say that much more than rote-reciting is required is not 
to say that therefore the ‘doctrine’ – the Christian claims – are irrelevant, as this 
would be as absurd as thinking that because a song can be sung both with and 
without expression, you could have the expression without the song (LC 29).

Th is also helps us to understand what Wittgenstein means when he says that

in religion every level of devoutness must have its appropriate form of 
expression which has no sense at a lower level. Th is doctrine, which 
means something at a higher level, is null and void for someone who is 
still at the lower level; he can only understand it wrongly and so these 
words are not valid for such a person. (CV 32e)

Here Wittgenstein is suggesting that there are diff erent levels of understanding as 
regards religious doctrines corresponding to the relative depth of devoutness and 
spiritual development of the person concerned. So, for example, someone who 
thinks that the expression “the Lord has given, the Lord has taken away, blessed 
be the name of the Lord” is a cheap attempt at trying to justify the caprice of the 
deity, is at a lower level of religious understanding than someone who sees it as 
a trusting acceptance of God’s sovereignty. If the idea that spiritual development 
is necessary for a proper understanding of religious expressions to occur strikes 
us as implausible, it may again be useful to remind ourselves of what goes on 
in aesthetic contexts. Someone, for instance, who lacks a musical education and 
does not possess a ‘musical ear’ will not be able to contradict the judgement of a 
connoisseur, as such a person will not have suffi  cient (musical) sensibility even 
to understand what the connoisseur is saying. In other words, such a person will 
neither possess the vocabulary nor have the appropriate concepts that would enable 
them to say anything genuinely meaningful about a musical work, short perhaps 
of fi nding it ‘pleasurable’ or ‘relaxing’. For exactly analogous reasons, Wittgenstein 
feels that he cannot contradict what the religious person is saying, since he, as yet, 
lacks a real grasp of the concepts involved. Th at is to say, just as there is musical 
sensibility and tone deafness (and, to be sure, much in between), there is also 
religious sensibility and blindness for religion, and neither musical nor religious 
sensibility is acquired by learning a set of theses, doctrines, by heart – about who 
the great composers were, about the laws of counterpoint or about transubstantia-
tion – since this would only bring about a purely intellectual understanding of the 
subject comparable to having learnt a code. But what is required here is the kind 
of understanding that makes the musical work or the prayer (the religious words) 
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live for me, not the kind that allows me to parrot a form of words. And such an 
understanding can only be brought about by immersing oneself in the culture or 
practice that has given rise to these phenomena. Th is is why Wittgenstein says in 
the Lectures on Aesthetics, “In order to get clear about aesthetic words you have 
to describe ways of living” (LC 11). If we understand that this is so in the case 
of aesthetics, it is only prejudice that prevents us from seeing that this applies in 
exactly the same way to religion. Hence Wittgenstein’s remark that he could only 
utter the word ‘Lord’ with meaning if he lived completely diff erently (CV 33e).

Now one might think that if this account is correct, it eff ectively seals off  reli-
gious belief from any form of rational criticism. For if I have to immerse myself in 
religious practice if I am to have any hope of understanding religious expressions, 
then I cannot just criticize them from a detached, philosophical viewpoint by, for 
instance, showing that they fall short of commonly accepted criteria of rationality. 
But if so, then are we not just espousing, as Nielsen has forcefully argued, a form of 
fi deism? Many philosophers inspired by Wittgenstein’s remarks on religious belief 
have been tarred with Nielsen’s fi deistic brush, most notably D. Z. Phillips, Peter 
Winch and Rush Rhees. I shall not here be reopening the debate as to the accuracy 
of labelling these philosophers thus; this has been done to death, I think, in the 
recent exchange between Phillips and Nielsen entitled Wittgensteinian Fideism? 
(2005). What I propose instead is to bite the bullet as regards this criticism.

As I have already argued, if criticizing religious beliefs comes down to trying 
to determine on paper, as it were – by inspecting the words alone – whether they 
make sense or not (or whether religious expressions ‘refer’ or not), then this is 
indeed something we cannot do. But nor can we do this as regards any form of 
discourse. For example, someone who has not been trained in philosophy will 
not be able to understand the works of Immanuel Kant, even if he understands 
– knows the habitual use of – all the words contained in those works. Indeed, as 
should be obvious to anyone who has ever tried to teach students philosophy, even 
paraphrasing and explaining Kant in your own words to them will very oft en not 
eff ect understanding either. Th e path to understanding is long and arduous here: 
it involves years of studying the thought of other philosophers, of seeing the point 
of asking certain kinds of question, and so on. If Nielsen were right about religion, 
then we would analogously have to conclude that there is something wrong with 
philosophy if people cannot understand it, rather than that the fault lies with them 
and their lack of training. As Wittgenstein says: “Are you a bad philosopher, then, 
if what you write is hard to understand? If you were better you would make what’s 
diffi  cult easy to understand. – But who says that’s possible?!” (CV 76e).

In other words, Wittgenstein’s conception rules out the possibility of constructing 
a ‘neutral set of criteria’ – what Nielsen seems to be hankering aft er – against which 
individual practices can be assessed and found wanting. But this should not worry 
us, for it implies neither that philosophy can have nothing to say to religion nor 
that religious beliefs cannot be criticized. All it prevents us from doing is taking 
Nielsen’s all too short line here: religious beliefs are just plain incoherent.
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In fact, if Wittgenstein is right, philosophy has quite a lot to say to religion. For 
Wittgenstein’s grammatical investigations not only show that Nielsen’s approach 
cannot be right, but also reveal that much of what religious believers say about 
their beliefs may not be an accurate refl ection of what is really going on. For 
example, the kind of believer who, like a certain Father O’Hara in Wittgenstein’s 
Lectures and Conversations, thinks that religious belief is a ‘question of science’ is 
called ‘unreasonable’ by Wittgenstein:

I would defi nitely call O’Hara unreasonable. I would say, if this is reli-
gious belief, then it’s all superstition. But I would ridicule it, not by 
saying it is based on insuffi  cient evidence. I would say: here is a man 
who is cheating himself. You can say: this man is ridiculous because 
he believes, and bases it on weak reasons. (LC 59)

Th e error that Wittgenstein is seeking to expose here consists in taking the 
existence of God to be on a par with the existence of some super-empirical object 
or entity that one could, in principle, encounter if only one possessed the relevant 
faculties. Th at is to say, the conception that Wittgenstein has within his sights is 
of the kind exhibited by the Soviet astronaut Yuri Gagarin’s remark that God is an 
object he would have observed, had it existed, during his fi rst space fl ight (Nielsen 
& Phillips 2005: 48). But such a view, according to Wittgenstein, is absurd, since 
“the way you use the word ‘God’ does not show whom you mean – but, rather, 
what you mean” (CV 50e).

On Wittgenstein’s conception, in other words, ‘God’ does not denote some 
thing that one could encounter independently of having the concept in the sense 
that one could, for example, encounter a unicorn or the Loch Ness monster, if 
there happened to be such things. For although, as Wittgenstein says in Lectures 
and Conversations, the word ‘God’ is among the earliest learnt, I did not learn the 
word ‘God’ by being shown a picture of him (LC 59). Th at is to say, even though 
the word is used like a word representing a person (God sees, rewards, etc.), “it 
plays an entirely diff erent role to that of the existence of any person or object I ever 
heard of ” (LC 59). In the later Wittgenstein’s parlance, the surface grammar of the 
word ‘God’ functions in many ways analogously to that of an outlandish person 
while its depth grammar is actually quite diff erent. Th is is shown, for example, by 
the fact that it is impossible, even in principle, to paint a picture of God9 or to hear 

 9. And Michelangelo’s painting of God creating Adam is not a ‘picture of God’ in the 
relevant sense. As Winch says in his illuminating essay, “Wittgenstein, Picture and 
Representation”:

In other words, what makes the picture a religious picture is not its pictorial rela-
tionship to some event. If it is said that it is a relationship to a supernatural event, 
that of course makes a diff erence: but the chances are that in this context the 
speaker will be conceiving the ‘supernatural’ event as a weird sort of natural event. 
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Him speak to someone else. Neither of these features are contingent descriptions 
of God as they would be if, per impossibile, they happened to apply to a human 
person. Rather, they serve to constitute (aspects of) the meaning of the word ‘God’. 
Perhaps this is why Wittgenstein cites theology as his fi rst example when he says in 
one of the most famous passages from the Philosophical Investigations: “Grammar 
tells what kind of object anything is. (Th eology as grammar.)” (PI §373). Hence, 
if Wittgenstein is right, it is a grammatical (conceptual/logical) feature of the 
concept ‘God’ that you cannot hear him talk to someone else: it is not because of 
the fact that God is a person with an impossibly low voice (or, indeed, a disem-
bodied one).

However, none of this implies, as those who are all too readily persuaded by 
Nielsen’s account believe, that what Wittgenstein really means when he says that 
‘God’ is not the name of an entity, or that what is at issue is not the existence of 
some thing, is that actually there is no God. Rather, what he is trying to show is 
that it makes no sense to construe God’s existence as meaning something like ‘a 
white elephant exists’. In other words, the grammar of the concept ‘God’ does not 
function, pace Nielsen, like the grammar of eine Existenz (of an entity). Th is is 
also the reason why Wittgenstein says that it is possible to describe what it would 
be like if there were gods on Mount Olympus, but not “what it would be like if 
there were such a thing as God” (CV 82e). For in pagan religions the deities are 
conceived as on a par with other empirical objects, only vastly more powerful. 
Th ere is therefore no grammatical diff erence between talk of Poseidon, say, and 
talk of an ordinary human being, except that Poseidon happens to have super-
human powers. But this is not qualitatively diff erent from encountering a new 
species of beings from a distant planet who have powers surpassing our own or, 
indeed, from encountering the Loch Ness monster. In Christianity, however, talk of 
God is not like that. Consequently, it is possible to give an account of what would 
have to be the case if there were a Poseidon or if there were a Loch Ness monster 
– since the opposite of these scenarios can also be imagined and described – but 
not how it would be if there were a God, or how it would be if God existed, for in 
these cases there simply is no such thing as imagining or describing ‘the opposite’; 
the ‘phenomena’ in the world remain the same whether there is a God or not. 
To become aware of God’s presence is therefore nothing like becoming aware of 
the existence of some esoteric object whose presence had hitherto escaped one’s 
notice. Th is is the signifi cance of Wittgenstein’s remark: 

Life can educate one to a belief in God. And experiences too are what 
bring this about; but I don’t mean visions and other forms of sense 

So it is best to leave aside talk about ‘a relationship to an event’ altogether … let 
us not overlook the fact that what makes the picture a representation of God the 
Father (rather than of a man in a queer blanket) is not itself something pictorial.  
 (Winch 1987: 79–80)



genia schoenbaumsfeld

172

experience which show us ‘the existence of this being’, but, e.g., suff er-
ings of various sorts. Th ese neither show us God in the way a sense 
impression shows us an object, nor do they give rise to conjectures 
about him. Experiences, thoughts – life can force this concept on us. 
So perhaps it is similar to the concept of ‘object’. (CV 86e)

What Wittgenstein is trying to bring out here is that, just as we cannot infer the 
proposition ‘there are objects’ from the proposition ‘here is a hand’, so too in the 
case of religious belief it is not a matter of making inferences from certain sense-
perceptions. For religious experiences do not stand to the proposition ‘there is a 
God’ as, say, satellite pictures of the earth (or of Loch Ness monsters, black holes 
or what have you) stand to the proposition ‘the earth is round’ (as Wittgenstein 
says, we did not learn the concept ‘God’ by being shown pictures of him, nor 
‘could’ we be shown pictures of him, and the nature of this ‘could’ is logical). Th ere 
simply is nothing that we would ordinarily call an ‘evidential basis’ here.

It is for these reasons that Wittgenstein believes that it is a mistake to want 
to demonstrate God’s existence. For instance, say I wanted to go about demon-
strating Napoleon’s existence from Napoleon’s works, to use one of Kierkegaard’s 
examples. Th is is only possible if I assume from the outset that Napoleon’s works 
are ‘his’ works, that is, if I already assume that Napoleon exists. For, if I do not do 
this, all I can demonstrate is that the works in question have been accomplished 
by a great general, but this in itself is not suffi  cient to demonstrate Napoleon’s 
existence (as opposed to someone else’s), as another person could have accom-
plished the same works (Kierkegaard 1985: 40). And the same, of course, applies 
to demonstrating God’s existence from his ‘works’, that is, from the existence of the 
universe: I cannot infer the existence of God from the existence of the universe, 
since God’s works do not exist immediately and directly in the way that tables and 
chairs do. Hence, even if we assume that nature is the work of God, only nature is 
directly present, not God. Th erefore, just as in Napoleon’s case, I can demonstrate 
God’s existence from these works (nature/the universe) only if I already regard 
them ideally as God’s, that is, if I already assume what is to be proved, namely, that 
the universe is ordered according to providential or divine principles.

Th at I cannot, just as in the case of the ontological argument, get beyond a 
petitio principii here – I can only see divine governance in nature or the universe 
if I already believe in divine governance (and vice versa) – shows that what is at 
issue is not something that could, even in principle, be amenable to empirical 
or philosophical investigation. Hence, if I am not religious already nothing will 
count as ‘evidence for the existence of God’ for me. Given that there is no such 
thing as a self-validating experience or a self-interpreting rule, the way I perceive 
certain events will itself already be shaped by my world-picture. I can therefore 
go on examining nature ad infi nitum in order to fi nd traces of God in it, but such 
an investigation will never be able to tell me whether nature is the work of God or 
the product of chance, just as a historical investigation of the New Testament will 
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never be able to tell me whether Christ was God. For the very idea of attempting to 
‘calculate the odds’ for something as absolutely extraordinary as that God became 
man is incoherent, as it betrays the qualitative (grammatical) confusion that the 
claims of Christianity are on a par with secular claims to which it is possible to 
assign probability values. But this – to borrow again from Kierkegaard – is not 
only as confused as “assuming that the kingdom of heaven is a kingdom along 
with all other kingdoms on earth and that one would look for information about 
it in a geography book” (1992: 391), it is also, in Kierkegaard’s eyes, blasphemous 
(1991: 29), since it presupposes that we are in a position to tell what it is prob-
able for God to do – the height of philosophical hubris – and according to which 
criteria should we ever be in a position to tell whether it is probable, for example, 
that Christ was God or that he rose from the dead?

Consequently, if Wittgenstein is right, then, pace Blaise Pascal (see Vol. 3, Ch. 
10) and Father O’Hara, there is no such thing as ‘quantifying’ oneself into faith. 
Rather, it is a grammatical confusion – a kind of category mistake – to believe 
that a scientifi c or probabilistic investigation of religious claims is possible. In 
this respect, Wittgenstein’s philosophical refl ections on religious faith are clearly 
critical; Wittgenstein is showing us how not to construe religious beliefs and this, 
it seems to me, assigns to philosophy an extremely important role. So, although 
philosophy in one sense “leaves everything as it is” (PI §124) – that is to say, it does 
not interfere with our actual practices – in another sense it changes everything, 
for it clears away the conceptual confusions and obstacles that cause us to misin-
terpret these practices.

In conclusion, I regard it as Wittgenstein’s greatest achievement in this area 
to have shown how a religion without metaphysics might be possible. And this 
means that, if Wittgenstein is right, there is a third way of understanding religious 
practice and we no longer have to come down on either side of Nielsen’s unappe-
tizing dichotomy: either incoherent metaphysics or ‘morality touched by emotion’. 
Of course, this also means that we can no longer just confi dently assert that “the 
whole of mankind does all that [i.e. engages in religious practice] out of sheer 
stupidity” (Wittgenstein 1993: 119), but this, it seems to me, is all to the good. 
Wittgenstein must surely be right, to speak anachronistically, to apply Donald 
Davidson’s ‘principle of charity’ here: “when others think diff erently from us, no 
general principle, or appeal to evidence, can force us to decide that the diff erence 
lies in our beliefs rather than in our concepts” (Davidson 2001: 197). Th at is to say, 
rather than plumping for the option, like James George Frazer, of simply attrib-
uting a whole host of false or incoherent beliefs to religious believers, it would 
seem more sensible to look, like Wittgenstein, “for an entirely diff erent interpret-
ation altogether” (LC 62). Once suffi  cient attention is paid to the grammar of reli-
gious concepts – to how these concepts actually function within the religious form 
of life – it should become clear that something diff erent, rather than something 
irrational, is going on there. As Wittgenstein said in discussion with Rhees: “the 
grammar of our language about God has holes in it if you look at it as being 
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the grammar of statements about a human being” (Rhees 2005: 414). So, 
rather than attempting to patch up the holes, as it were, with implausible theories 
about the antics of persons without bodies, say, the presence of the holes should 
rather alert us to the fact that a new form of understanding is needed here: the 
kind, if Wittgenstein is right, that is both the result of conceptual reorientation 
and personal transformation.
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14
martin heidegger

Laurence Paul Hemming

It would be diffi  cult to argue that Martin Heidegger (1889–1976) is in any way 
a philosopher of religion and yet, as I have found myself writing on other occa-
sions, Heidegger ‘reeks of God’, and rarely in reading him is it possible to pass 
more than a few pages without a mention of God, the gods or the divine. If 
the great majority of the interpreters of Heidegger overlook or merely ignore 
the question of divinity in Heidegger’s work, at the same time few of those 
who do not have been able to see through to Heidegger’s relation to religion 
as a whole. In this Heidegger himself provides no easy signposts or assistance. 
When confronted with the question of religion directly he is more oft en than 
not elusive or cryptic: “diffi  cult to catch”, as Socrates remarks of the nature of the 
Sophist in Plato’s dialogue of that name. When asked privately by a distinguished 
German theologian what he thought of God, Heidegger is said to have remarked 
in a way full of the cunning he brings to the question: “das ist die Fragwürdigste 
…”. Th is can translate variously as “that is the most questionable thing to ask”, 
or (more literally) “that is what is most worthy of questioning”, or even “that is 
where the question really lies”. In no way is the answer straightforward, even 
if we can secure for ourselves what the question is, or whether it is a question 
addressed to the philosopher or thrown back to the theologian, or to whom else 
it might refer.

If Heidegger thought of salvation, he referred to it in a way consistent with 
this elusive trail. Interviewed in September 1966 by the German weekly Der 
Spiegel for an article that was only published immediately aft er Heidegger’s 
death, the philosopher’s verdict is “only a god can save us now”: a sardonic, sharp 
verdict, but on what? On the planet’s pitching itself headlong into an apocalyptic 
destruction precipitated by an intoxication with technology, cybernetics and 
atomic destruction? On the political situation of the West? On that of thinking, 
philosophically, theologically, religiously? All Heidegger will say on this occasion 
is “we cannot think [the god] into attending us. We might at best prepare the 
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readiness of expectation” (Heidegger 2000: 672).1 Is this any diff erent from the 
outlook towards the gods and divinity itself of Homer’s epic poems?

heidegger’s religious origins

Elsewhere, and in the midst of equally cryptic remarks, Heidegger says – refusing 
once again, to be drawn easily – “some of you perhaps know that I came out 
of theology” (2005: 437), and indeed he did. He was born in 1889 in a remote 
Schwabian village in the south-east of Germany, close to the French and Swiss 
borders, into a family whose lives were intertwined with the Catholic Church, 
given that his father was the sexton of the parish at which he was registered from 
birth until he was buried in its churchyard in 1976. Th e sexton was the man 
responsible for the upkeep of the fabric of the building, the digging of graves, the 
ringing of the bells and many of the parish records. Th e family were evicted from 
their home (tied to the church) for several years when distant controversies in 
Rome touched their village as almost the entire community except the Heidegger 
family broke from the Catholic Church over questions of papal infallibility and the 
dogmatic formulations of the First Vatican Council (1869–70). Th e family was not 
rich, and the promising scholar Martin Heidegger was educated by Catholic chari-
table monies right up until he completed his habilitation thesis (the thesis written 
aft er the doctoral thesis to this day in Germany, without which he could not have 
taught at a German university) in 1916.

Heidegger prepared for Catholic priesthood in the seminary throughout his 
university studies, fl irting briefl y with the Jesuits (but never studying with them, 
departing aft er only two weeks) and even aft er his habilitation pursued the possi-
bility of a chair in medieval Catholic thought. Intellectually the Catholicism of 
Heidegger’s youth is best understood by the name ‘neo-scholasticism’: the attempt 
to interpret the texts of the high middle ages, above all those of Th omas Aquinas 
(see Vol. 2, Ch. 13), as primarily philosophical works providing a rational under-
pinning for Christian faith. Th e young Heidegger was sympathetic to this ortho-
doxy, publishing a number of journalistic articles and reports in conservative 
Catholic journals of his time.

Heidegger was in confrontation with the Catholic Church at various times in his 
life. In 1919 he announced to Engelbert Krebs, the priest who had married him to 
the Protestant Elfride Petri two years earlier, that “the system of Catholicism [is] 
problematic and unacceptable to me, but not Christianity per se or metaphysics” (Ott 
1993: 106). Yet in 1976 he was buried according to the rites of the Catholic Church, 
with a funeral oration by Bernhard Welte, himself a family friend and Catholic priest. 
If he was a close and careful scholar of Martin Luther (so that Rudolf Bultmann 

 1. Translations throughout are my own.
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described Heidegger as having an extraordinary knowledge of Luther [letter to Hans 
von Soden, 23 December 1923; in Lemke 1984: 202]), and if he is reputed to have 
thrown Jesuit priests out of his seminars in the 1930s (because they were Jesuit 
priests), nonetheless he himself wrote in a letter as late as 1968, “I am from the outset 
Catholic” (letter to W. D. Zimmermann, 4 July 1968, author’s collection).

Th e breadth of Heidegger’s education was vast, benefi ting from the study of 
Latin and Greek that was a part of the German Gymnasium school system (until 
the Nazis largely dismantled the teaching of classics in the 1930s): from the very 
beginning he was steeped in the classical texts; in Aquinas, Bonaventure and the 
breadth of Catholic medieval thought; as well as the whole history of German 
idealism up to and including the works of Friedrich Nietzsche. He was therefore 
extraordinarily well placed to understand the whole breadth and depth of the 
Western tradition while having at fi rst hand the three languages most precious 
to acquiring that strength. Heidegger taught almost all his life at the University 
of Freiburg, initially from 1919 to 1923. He was briefl y appointed to lecture at 
the Protestant University of Marburg, and then returned to Freiburg (replacing 
Edmund Husserl in the prestigious chair of philosophy) in 1928 until his retire-
ment. He was suspended from teaching between 1946 and 1951 under the dena-
zifi cation process undertaken by the Western allied powers (in his case overseen 
by the French), although the chaos of the war brought his lectures to a close by 
the summer of 1944.

We should struggle in vain to identify psychological or personal motives for 
Heidegger’s philosophy, let alone philosophy of religion, in his personal piety, 
his background or the decisions made in his early life regarding Christian faith. 
Heidegger’s piety, like his politics, are uneasy places to look for easy explana-
tions of what he writes. Heidegger was no more a Vatican apologist than he was 
committed to the biologist racism of Nazism (despite his capacity for occasional 
anti-Semitic asides), and yet in as much as he was a Catholic all his life, he was 
also a Nazi from 1933 until it was no longer possible to be so (in 1945). We can no 
more erase his religion than his politics (nor should we do so with either, for to do 
so falsifi es not just the man but the history to which he belongs), and yet neither 
explain his philosophy. And Heidegger is that philosopher who most potently said 
in 1925 in his lectures on the history of time, “phenomenological research is, and 
remains, atheistic” (Heidegger 1988: 109), in a direct reference to Nietzsche’s work 
Th e Gay Science (where Nietzsche expressly proclaims the death of God); and at 
the very beginning of his introductory lectures to metaphysics in 1935 he adds, “a 
Christian philosophy is a square circle and a misunderstanding” (Heidegger 1983: 
9).2 To understand Heidegger’s philosophy of religion one must attend fi rst and 
foremost to Heidegger as a philosophical thinker. Th at is, we must attend not to 
what Heidegger thinks, but to what he attempts to direct us think about.

 2. Th e term he used was “Ein hölzernes Eisen”, literally, ‘a wooden iron’.
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being and time and heidegger’s 
basic understanding of philosophy

Martin Heidegger, the philosopher of being whose ‘collected works’ (Gesamtaus-
gabe) will eventually comprise 102 volumes, more than half of which are edited 
transcripts of his lecture courses, wrote in eff ect only one real book in his life, 
and even that was incomplete. Sein und Zeit (Being and time) was published in 
1927, having been written under extreme pressure (in order to enable Heidegger 
to be a candidate for a junior professorial position at Marburg), much of it in 
Heidegger’s mountain hut in Todtnauberg. Th e plan for the book can be found at 
§8, and describes a book of three divisions, the latter two each in three parts. Only 
the fi rst division, and the fi rst two parts of the second division ever appeared. 
Th e other ‘books’ are more oft en than not either reworked versions of his lecture 
courses (for instance, his lectures on Kant, Schelling and Nietzsche), or unedited 
notes (as in his Contributions to Philosophy and Mindfulness). Heidegger refers to 
Being and Time repeatedly in many other places, and every attempt to show that 
he changed direction or adopted a diff erent course in his later work fails because it 
is possible to identify the seeds of that change, or even its plan, in Being and Time 
itself. Although the language of the later Heidegger is oft en markedly diff erent 
from that of Being and Time, even this diff erence deceives. In the reports of his 
Zollikon Seminars with the psychologist and psychotherapist Medard Boss, which 
took place over ten years between 1959 and 1969, the language of Being and Time 
repeatedly returns afresh as if it had never been let go.

It is essential, therefore, if we are to understand Heidegger’s relation to the 
philosophy of religion, to turn to Being and Time, where in outline (if not expli-
citly) an answer is already given to a question Heidegger posed only in the 1950s 
(2006b: 64): how did God get into philosophy? An answer to this question is only 
possible, Heidegger believes, because another even more fundamental question is 
examined by Being and Time itself: the Seinsfrage or ‘question of being’ itself. And 
yet this latter and more basic question is itself only possible not because God has 
entered philosophy, but because God is, and the gods are, in fl ight, in fl ight from 
philosophy as such.

Being and Time speaks constantly of Dasein, a German term that both the 
English versions of the book leave untranslated (although Joan Stambaugh changes 
the German Dasein to Da-sein in her English text). In German Dasein means, at 
its simplest, ‘existence’; this is the sense in which Kant fi rst employed the term 
philosophically. Literally translated it means ‘here-to-be’ or ‘here-being’. It does 
not mean ‘being-there’ (a possibility of translation Heidegger himself expressly 
rejected). As ‘existence’ it has all the ambiguity in German that the word has in 
English: it can mean a particular existence (mine, yours, that person’s); or it can 
mean a kind of existence – Heidegger oft en speaks of ‘human Dasein’ or on occa-
sion ‘Christian Dasein’; or it can mean existence in general, the whole of being. In 
each case, for Heidegger, attention is drawn to the ‘here’ of the German word da.
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Da can also mean ‘there’, as in ‘here and there’ but it cannot mean ‘over there’, 
which in German would be dort. Th e reason for this is that Plato had employed a 
word that has the same force as ‘over there’ (epekeina) when speaking of being as 
such. Being, as Plato has been interpreted, is itself divine, and unchanging, and 
‘beyond’ every particular, changeable ‘here’: it is expressly ‘over there’ and abso-
lutely other with respect to human life. If there is no direct discussion of anything 
like a philosophy of religion in Being and Time, already it is possible to see that in 
the very term Dasein Heidegger introduces a critique of metaphysical transcend-
ence. Existence, being as such, is in each case being with respect to some place, 
‘here and there’, but not beyond and so ‘over there’ with respect to the ‘here’ of 
the world. Being is always concerned with the being of being-human: human-
being, as we currently and presently know it, is not determined with respect to any 
understanding of being that is ‘beyond’ and divine.

Far more provocatively, Heidegger says in Being and Time that [human] 
“Dasein’s essence lies in its existence” (1977: 56). Th e provocation implied in this 
phrase cannot be underestimated: it is in fl at contradiction to a principle enshrined 
in the work of Aquinas that had been elevated by philosophy since the middle 
ages to a formal axiom in all philosophy of religion – ‘God’s essence is to exist’. 
It is a form of this principle that Anselm had relied on for his so-called ‘ontolog-
ical proof ’ of the existence of God (see Vol. 2, Ch. 6, “Anselm”), and which René 
Descartes also makes much of (see Vol. 3, Ch. 8). Because it is so much part of the 
essence of God to be, it is impossible to conceive that God is not. As the one whose 
essence most ‘is’, the being of every other being is derived from this necessary 
principle and origin of existence. If God is, God must be, God’s being is necessary; 
the being of any other thing, however, is merely contingent – it is possible for it 
not to be, or for it to cease its being – it has a beginning and an end, so that there 
is something before and aft er it itself is.

Heidegger reverses this, by pointing out that in as much as I am, I am that 
being whose being is, must be, a concern for myself. I can imagine myself not 
existing, but I can never know non-existence except through the existence that I 
am (this is the only way I can even imagine not being ‘here’ – during my being-
here, I project my imagination to a before or an aft er to the ‘here’ that I am). It is 
of my essence to exist and to know that I do. Heidegger does not argue that this 
makes human-being equivalent to God; indeed, later he says “never can man put 
himself in the place of God because the essence of man never reaches the essential 
realm belonging to God” (2003a: 255). Heidegger’s argument is that no philosoph-
ical causal relationship is to be traced between the gods, or divinity, or God, and 
the being of being human. However, the consequences of this go even further: in 
as much as any philosopher has declared God to be dead, or has interpreted reli-
gion as a pantheism, or panentheism, these philosophical outlooks cannot (by 
evacuating the place of God) put the being of being-human in divinity’s place. In 
Contributions to Philosophy and in the Letter on Humanism, Heidegger interprets 
even liberal atheism as well as Marxism and any form of theism as all stemming 
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from the same ground, and so as making a formal connection between God and 
being.

heidegger’s later thought

Heidegger does not argue that God formally, and on philosophical grounds, 
cannot be the creator of the heavens and the earth. Quite the reverse: he argues 
in at least one place that this is a perfectly tenable view to hold, in faith. We may 
believe that God created the heavens and the earth in as much as God has revealed 
this to be the case, but we may not hold this as a philosophical ‘truth’ and then 
claim to be entering genuinely into the philosophical enquiry that pursues the 
question of being. Philosophy does not ever know in certainty the things that faith 
(in revelation) can make principles of its very possibility.

Th e whole of Being and Time, and indeed Heidegger’s earlier mature work 
from 1919 onwards (at least), is argued from this position. Yet it is also clear that 
Heidegger understands this breaking of the (philosophical) causal relationship 
between God and Dasein to be a matter of historical possibility. It is only because 
of Nietzsche’s declaration ‘God is dead’ that philosophy can return to a more 
genuine and originary understanding of the gods, divinity and God. Here again 
we must attend to what Heidegger believes philosophy to be doing. Philosophers 
do not ‘create’ thinking, even if their response to what is to be thought through is 
itself the deepest and most profound confrontation with being itself. It is not that 
Nietzsche ‘causes’ the death of God (nor does Descartes ‘invent’ the statement 
‘cogito, ergo sum’). Nietzsche describes the essence of existence itself, here taking 
existence (Dasein) in its most general sense. Th is sense is not my existence, nor 
a specifi c region of existence, but how my existence, how every particular region 
of existence, is drawn off  from, and determined by, what it means to exist in the 
present age at all. Existence, being-historical, opens up and closes off  possibilities 
of being for the whole world as such.

For Heidegger, if God is, then every declaration that ‘God is dead’ touches God, 
or divinity, or the gods, not at all. Th e declaration ‘God is dead’ rather speaks of 
how humanity itself lets itself ‘be’ with respect to God, and divinity, and the gods. 
In as much as God is, and existence is determined by the death of God, then exist-
ence is deaf to every manifestation of divinity since it has decided in advance 
that God is dead. Yet the very declaration ‘God is dead’ has prepared the way for 
the recovery of the question of being, because it has been reopened in human, 
historical, existence, so that the question of being has become a question only 
for that being whose being is its own concern, human Dasein. At the same time, 
the question of being opens up the question of the nothing, which reveals itself 
in the phenomenologically and ontologically negative mood of anxiety (Angst) 
and in the recovery of the sense of human fi nitude in ‘being-towards-death’ (Sein 
zum Tode).
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To understand how this relates to Heidegger’s philosophy of religion one would 
have to turn to a series of lectures given by Heidegger at Marburg in 1927, imme-
diately aft er the completion of Being and Time, although they are among the very 
last of his lectures to have been made available in published form. Entitled the 
History of Philosophy from Th omas Aquinas to Kant, they sum up in the most 
succinct form Heidegger’s whole position, while making one new and extraor-
dinary claim: that the philosophy of subjectivity has its roots not in Descartes and 
his period, but in the thought of the Paris of the thirteenth century. In §16, enti-
tled “Th e God-lessness of Philosophy”, Heidegger says:

Strongly stated nothing philosophical can be expressed concerning 
the eternity of God, because God is never an object of philosophy. 
What one uncovers with the help of the concept of God is an idol, 
which only has the philosophical meaning, and which becomes 
thereby visible, where the idea of ‘summum ens’ and being in general 
is leading. Philosophy is, if it is correctly understood, god-less … If 
God is, he allows himself to be discovered in the least possible way 
through philosophy. [God is] only discoverable, insofar as he himself 
reveals himself. (Heidegger 2006a: 77)

Heidegger’s fundamental position on the godlessness of philosophy, well encap-
sulated here, did not change at any point later in his life. He recapitulated what is 
said here in similar, if more Delphic, words in a seminar of 1951, when he said, “if 
I were to undertake a theology … then the word ‘being’ would not need to appear 
in it” (2005: 437). 

Philosophy provides no access to God because God is not an object of 
philosophy. Th is does not mean that philosophy cannot discuss God or the gods; 
Heidegger’s own work is a case in point, Nietzsche’s another. Th ey both, in very 
diff erent ways, discuss divinity from the negative position of showing the limits of 
what can be said of God in what is said philosophically. Th is is critically important. 
What is said philosophically is always human speaking; philosophy is a wisdom 
concerning the being of being human, it concerns human self-transparency, 
human self-understanding.

However, philosophy has since late antiquity, and above all in the medieval 
period, become a discussion governed by the attempt to describe the divine 
essence and the relation of human-being to the divine essence (even if it wants 
to argue that this essence ‘does not exist’). In this sense a philosophical construc-
tion has been placed on the kind of claim made by Aquinas, for instance, that 
only God is transparent to God. Because God is construed as the plenitude of self-
presence to self, and so the plenitude of presence as such, God as pure presence is 
understood as the abolition of all nothingness, all privation. Privation, nothing-
ness, absence are given an explicitly moral construction – by Augustine (see Vol. 
1, Ch. 18), and above all by Aquinas. All of this is unproblematic (for philosophy 
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at least) if it is confi ned to an understanding given through faith in what God has 
revealed to be true about God. At this point it becomes God’s address to humanity, 
a form of speech received by human ears but said itself not to be human. However, 
as constructive, human thinking it becomes what Heidegger will come to call 
‘ontotheology’, where philosophy and (especially Christian) theology are fused 
together as if they were one and the same thing, and in respect to the extreme 
position arrived at by Hegel, where the self, the world and God are resolved in 
absolute subjectivity as, Heidegger says, ‘onto-ego-theo-logy’.

If existence, as that place from which every particular existence, Dasein, draws 
its own existence, and in which its self-knowledge and self-transparency is discov-
ered (or not), has become godless, what are the consequences, both for the phil-
osophy of religion and for this as a historically particular situation, one that occurs 
only now, only, as Heidegger says, when metaphysics is fulfi lled and completed 
and at an end?

the death of god and beginning with the gods

In the fi rst place, the historical situation aft er Nietzsche’s proclamation of the death 
of God is that philosophically God is no longer understood as the ground of all being 
and the ground of every particular being. Leibniz’s argument that God is the under-
lying ‘reason for being’ of every being (see Vol. 3, Ch. 13) – “nothing is without a 
reason” – has come to a close. Th e situation that now pertains, Heidegger argues in 
his last ever lecture course, is that nothing is without a reason, so that the nothing 
can at last be spoken of again, beyond every attempt to rationalize it, to calculate 
or destroy it: this is at one and the same time the triumph of absolute nihilism as 
Nietzsche described it, and a return to the proper place of the nothing in thinking.

In the second place, the death of God and the end of the ‘principle of reason’ 
means that the texts employed to give a philosophical justifi cation to claims made 
historically by theologians with regard to faith can and must be re-read all over 
again. For the early Heidegger this is the entire motor and driving force to re-read 
Aristotle, Plato, and then later Parmenides and Heraclitus. No longer need they 
be read in relation to the Christian God, as prophetically prefi guring a religion yet 
to come; now they can be read in an entirely diff erent way. Aristotle’s ‘fi rst mover’ 
turns out not to be a personal God; indeed, far from Aristotle and Plato arguing 
that ‘God is (absolute) being’ (as medieval metaphysics had ended up claiming), 
it becomes possible to see how for them ‘being itself is divine’ (see Vol. 1, Ch. 4, 
“Socrates and Plato”, and Ch. 5, “Aristotle”). Th e word for divinity here functions 
as an adjective, not as a noun. In this way Heidegger ‘dismantles’ the history of the 
way in which Plato’s ‘over there’ of being had been read as a way of removing the 
possibility of the meaning and understanding of being from here, from the world, 
to there, to what Kant and Nietzsche (one positively, one derogatively) call the 
‘super-sensible’, the ‘real’ world beyond the world in which we actually dwell.
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In the third place, it becomes possible to see how the Greeks understood divinity 
at all, so that we too can understand the gods, divinity and even the theistic (and 
Christian) God. Heidegger’s remarks about this are scattered across his works, but 
where he concentrates most clearly on this is in his lectures on the pre-Socratic 
philosopher Parmenides and in relation to the poet and contemporary (and 
university room-mate) of Hegel’s and Schelling’s, Friedrich Hölderlin. Heidegger 
argues that the fragments of Parmenides’ didactic poem “Truth” show how the 
Greeks were bound to being in such a way that, poetically, they understand the 
‘before’ and ‘aft er’ to being as an encircling place of concealment. Concealment 
and ‘the’ nothing are here to be understood in the same way. ‘Th e’ nothing is 
therefore not a mere absence, or the annihilation of what is, but rather (the other 
way round) what is concealed from mortals in their existence, either individually, 
or in regions of existence, or in existence as a whole, and from out of which all that 
is springs forth. Concealment and the nothing are now to be understood ontologi-
cally, from the ‘here’ of the being of being human, and not metaphysically, from a 
‘universal perspective’ and total vantage point of either reason, or God, or math-
ematics. Th e concealed and the nothing, as the before and aft er to mortals, there-
fore both reveal its fi nitude to whatever is in existence and disclose the meaning of 
time, as the future and the past. In existence, mortals look out to the future while 
forgetting, or remembering, the past. It becomes clear from this how important 
Heidegger’s understanding of truth is. Th e Greek word for concealment is lēthē, 
and the Greek word for truth is alētheia. Th e ‘a’ of a-lētheia is a privative, so that 
truth is ‘that which is drawn out from concealment’: un-concealment. Existence 
as what is extant and stands out for mortals is the true, as what is surrounded by, 
and drawn out from, and falls back into, the concealed.

Heidegger shows how from this understanding of the nothing and conceal-
ment the Greeks understand the gods to be sunistores, a word usually translated 
as ‘witnesses’, but which Heidegger translates as ‘ones seeing alongside’. Th e Greek 
understanding of the gods is of those who see into the concealed. Coupled with this 
is the fact that, even seeing into what mortals cannot see, the gods cannot necessarily 
change what they see: the gods, as much as mortals, are bound to what is fated, what 
is allotted to ‘be’. Unlike the God of theism, the gods do not have an omnipotent will, 
the way things are is not merely at their disposal. Nevertheless humanity is entrusted 
to the gods (and the gods to humanity) for the sake of the relation of the concealed 
to unconcealment and so truth. No mortal can predict what a god will do or say, nor 
how he or she will appear; the gods address men and women for the sake of allowing 
them to enter into the concealed and unconceal it (and so see into its truth). Every 
attempt to pre-empt the gods therefore attempts to evacuate their entering into 
being and so puts the gods to fl ight. In this sense Heidegger shows how rationalism, 
as that which knows what anything is by calculating what it is to be in advance, by 
knowing it even before it encounters it, destroys the relation to the gods.

Th e ones above all who let what the gods see be known are the poets, and here 
is Heidegger’s interest in Hölderlin. Th e poets speak from out of the essence of the 
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holy, “the holy as the fi re that infl ames the poet” (Heidegger 1993: 193). In perhaps 
one of the best known of Heidegger’s discussions, in Th e Origin of the Work of Art, 
he elaborates the setting and character of a Greek temple as what “encloses the 
form of the god” and “fi rst gives to things their look, and to men their outlook on 
themselves … as long as the god has not fl ed from it”. Heidegger adds that “this 
presence of the god is in itself the extension and delimiting of the precinct as one 
which is holy” (2003b: 27, 29).

It would be possible to misunderstand the interpretation of the temple as a mere 
description of a house for a god. Heidegger is well aware that nothing can house 
the god, for God and the gods exceed the being of being human in every way, and 
yet the god comes to presence in this work that is at the same time a house. Th e 
temple has therefore always to be understood ontologically, which means as the 
way the god can appear (in so far as the god does) to mortals within being. For 
Heidegger to interpret the temple ontologically is to understand it with respect 
to man, as that being whose existence is a concern for him (Dasein). Understood 
like this, the building does not house the god, but houses our betrothal to the god. 
Th e temple is the house of our openness to the god so that the god can address 
us, as well as being the place allotted to us to be the place of the god’s deigning to 
address mortals. It is for this reason that the temple has guardians, ones who stand 
in between the god and everything that pedestrianizes the god and the sacred 
dimension in which the god appears. Th e guardians are the ones who protect the 
holiness that lets the god come into being and come to presence: but above all the 
guardians of the temple are the poets, those infl amed by the holy.

conclusion: the last god

Heidegger says “in poetry … man is gathered upon the ground of his existence” 
(1996: 45), while (again in the context of a discussion of Hölderlin, in the Letter on 
Humanism) he adds that the holy “alone is the essential place of divinity, which in 
turn alone aff ords a dimension for the gods and for God” (1976: 338). Heidegger 
argues that Hölderlin was so steeped in an understanding of the mythic and of the 
gods that what was known to the Greeks by means of the gods is able to speak in 
Hölderlin’s poetry all over again. Hölderlin, as any true poet does, lets being speak. 
Th is is because “the founding of being is bound to the god’s hints” (1996: 46). Th is 
is not quite as romantic as it sounds; if the true is the unconcealed, and the poet’s 
genuine work is to speak the being of beings, then the poet is the place of uncon-
cealment in his speaking. We see immediately here the parallel between the work 
of the poet and the work of the philosopher. You will recall the philosopher is the 
one who genuinely speaks what existence means and shows how existence really 
is; he does not ‘invent’ the understanding of existence, but speaks about it in the 
deepest way. Th e philosopher’s work is the work of the poet: they speak what the 
gods give them to speak. So when the gods are in fl ight, the philosopher will speak 
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of the fl ight of the gods: either, in Descartes’ case, of the last strenuous attempt to 
secure the existence and being of God metaphysically (so witnessing to this fl ight 
by seeking to arrest it) or, in Nietzsche’s case, to make the declaration that God is 
dead.

If space permitted, and if it were necessary for the fullest understanding of 
Heidegger’s philosophy of religion, we could dwell on Heidegger’s confrontation 
with theology, especially in his earlier work. Here we would speak of his extraor-
dinary interpretation of Paul’s fi rst Letter to the Th essalonians from his lectures 
on Th e Phenomenology of Religious Life, of the time of primitive Christianity as 
kairological or ‘crisis’ time; of his readings of Augustine in these same lectures and 
in key passages of Being and Time. We might add discussion of Heidegger’s inter-
pretation of theology in his lecture on Th eology and Phenomenology as an ‘ontic’ 
science, whose object is not ‘God’, but ‘faith’, or the way in which, in interpreting 
Plato’s dialogue the Sophist, Heidegger entirely overlooks and refuses to discuss 
the references to divinity at the end of that text. We could examine the succes-
sive theologians who have claimed Heidegger as a teacher (such as Karl Rahner) 
or whose work so infl uenced their own (Rudolf Bultmann, Eberhard Jüngel, 
Heinrich Ott, John Macquarrie), or who drew attention to what they understood 
to be the entirely pagan character of Heidegger’s religious thought (Hugo Ott, 
who nevertheless reminds us, in the light of Heidegger’s own remarks to a private 
circle in 1954, that “it was always the Christian God” with whom Heidegger had 
to do [Ott 1995: 154]). None of this is central, however, to Heidegger’s philosophy 
of religion, which is always a philosophical aff air, whatever his personal pieties 
may have been. Nevertheless, Heidegger understood that by freeing theology from 
philosophy, and vice versa, each could enter a proper relationship one with the 
other, above all so that God, divinity and the gods could once again speak and 
address humanity, through philosopher, poet or priest.

And here one must not underestimate Heidegger’s own self-understanding 
as the one who speaks of the ‘Last God’, of the understanding of the God to 
come (both the God and the understanding of the God). Early on in Heidegger’s 
Contributions to Philosophy we fi nd that “the fl ight of the gods must be experi-
enced and endured” (1989: 27). Such an endurance and experience prepares for 
the nearness of the last god, against the “prolonged Christianizing of God” (ibid.: 
24), so that “the nearness to the last God is the keeping of silence. Th is must be 
set into work and word in the style of reservedness” (ibid.: 12). Th e penultimate 
section of Contributions to Philosophy is itself entitled Th e Last God. ‘Last’ here 
means fi nal, and newest, and latest: that understanding of divinity to which we are 
to be turned out towards, aft er we have understood that in Nietzsche’s declaration 
‘God is dead’ it is (in Nietzsche’s own words) “only the moral God who has died” 
(Nietzsche 1999: vol. 12, 213). It is for this reason that we await what God has 
to say, not decide in advance what God could and so should or must say (as if we 
already knew God before God deigns to appear) in God’s address to humanity. Th e 
manifestation of God and what God has for the sake of addressing humanity, for 
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Heidegger, is always surprising. Perhaps aft er attempting to understand what it is 
Heidegger has to say of God, we might attempt a better translation of Heidegger’s 
most heralded phrase, more faithful to any philosophy of religion he might have 
had – the phrase he dictated be spoken only at the moment of his death, and 
which appeared in the Spiegel magazine: ‘Nur kann ein Gott uns rettenden!’ – ‘Only 
now can a God save us’.
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15
emmanuel levinas

Jeff rey L. Kosky

Emmanuel Levinas (1906–95) is best known for his insistence that ‘ethics is fi rst 
philosophy’. While the majority of critics of the so-called postmodern or post-
metaphysical philosophy condemned its passage beyond good and evil, and the 
majority of its devotees celebrated this same liberty, Levinas sought a position 
that cut across these options. He stood almost alone, until perhaps the last decade 
and a half of the twentieth century, in insisting that postmodernity and the end 
of onto-theological metaphysics were not incompatible with morality and ethics, 
but in fact off ered a unique opportunity for awakening our ethical regard for the 
Other. Aft er the Nietzschean diagnosis of the death of God (see Vol. 4, Ch. 18, 
“Friedrich Nietzsche”) and aft er the end of metaphysics had put an end to tran-
scendental grounds for moral obligation, Levinas found an injunction whose 
source survived. Th is was the face of the Other. Th e face of the human other 
issued an undeniable obligation, which Levinas oft en formulated in the ethical 
injunction ‘thou shalt not murder’, and the hearing of this command altered the 
very subjectivity of man, leaving behind the self-grounding, autonomous subject 
of onto-theological metaphysics for a relational subject not determined by repre-
sentational consciousness.

While this might represent the most important reception of Levinas, one 
could, with perhaps a bit more precision, also consider Levinas as the third of the 
great twentieth-century phenomenologists. Th anks to Levinas, phenomenology 
pushed beyond the limits of its historical practice in Edmund Husserl and Martin 
Heidegger to discover things heretofore passed over in silence: at least one enig-
matic phenomenon or phenomenal enigma that, Levinas claimed, phenomenology 
had failed spectacularly to constitute – namely, the Other. Levinas’ discovery of 
the Other, described in his phenomenology of the human face, called for a revi-
sion of key phenomenological concepts and theories. Following Husserl’s reduc-
tion to the transcendental ego, and aft er Heidegger’s reduction to Dasein or Being, 
Levinas practised a reduction to the interpersonal or ethical relation. Th e source 
or opening of meaningfulness or appearance lay not in the intentional openness 
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of consciousness nor in anxious projection towards death, Levinas claimed, but 
in the approach of the Other met in ethics. Th e phenomenology of the ethical 
relation thus describes not only a particular region of phenomenal experience, 
but, according to Levinas, the ultimate to which all experience must be reduced 
in order to be seen in its originary source of meaningfulness. Th e revision of 
phenomenological concepts and theories that this called for would prove decisive 
for subsequent philosophical movements, such as the deconstruction practised 
by Jacques Derrida and the phenomenology of givenness developed by Jean-Luc 
Marion. Even if these movements did not stress the ethical horizon, they did 
develop theories of signifi cation and phenomenality that appear heavily indebted 
to Levinas.1

In the last two decades of the twentieth century, Levinas was also made popular 
among students and scholars as the philosopher who confronts philosophy with its 
‘Jewish other’. As Judaism became a privileged marker of diff erence and otherness 
in those decades dominated by a concern to recover and revalue repressed voices, 
Levinas was held up as a paradigmatic case of how “Judaism can again reorient 
philosophy” (Gibbs 1992: 4). What this reorientation means most frequently is 
that philosophy abandon its speculative mode of devotion to the knowledge or 
truth of being and adopt a mode of questioning devoted to justice, the good or 
the face of the Other. It is recognition of Jewish thought, tradition and experience, 
the argument goes, that teaches philosophy the importance of this reorientation. 
Catherine Chalier writes,

a mind not educated by the Book, with eyes not opened thanks to its 
teaching, would remain unskilled in the perception of the face trans-
mitted by philosophy. Th is perception does not impose itself evidently 
or spontaneously; it is undeniably guided by the reading of the Torah, 
preceded by the idea of man fashioned in the image of his Creator.  
 (Chalier 1993: 96, my trans.)

Others, looking chiefl y at the Jewish experience of the Holocaust, see Levinas as a 
philosopher who takes seriously the demands placed on philosophy by this deci-
sive Jewish experience. In the wake of the Nazi genocide and extermination of the 
Jews, philosophy must make the question of ethics and justice its primary concern, 
and it cannot think justice without starting from the primacy of others, justice 
always being due to the Other and never something that can be stated starting 
from the I. Levinas’ almost single-minded focus on ethics provides a unique 

 1. Even Jean-Paul Sartre, whose atheism, humanism, and existentialism all stand at a marked 
distance from Levinas’ own mode of thinking, remarked that it was Levinas who intro-
duced him to the phenomenological movement that would have so profound an impact 
on his own philosophy.
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opportunity for reorienting philosophical concepts and categories in accordance 
with this demand to respond to the experience of the Holocaust.

another option: levinas as philosopher of religion

Given these standard interpretations of Levinas, it is clear that he is not oft en read 
in the context proposed by this volume: namely, within the history of the phil-
osophy of religion in the West. He is either a postmodern ethicist (paradox of 
paradoxes!), a radical phenomenologist (so radical that many orthodox phenom-
enologists see him as more of an anti- or non-phenomenologist), or a Jewish 
philosopher (for better or worse), and most oft en some combination of these. 
Each of these approaches is well founded. Indeed, they are so well founded that 
the reasons in favour of including Levinas in a history of philosophy of religion 
are not immediately obvious, for one fi nds little in his writings that would be 
recognized as belonging to traditional forms of philosophy of religion. With few 
exceptions, Levinas makes no assertions regarding the existence of the entities of 
religious belief; he does not analyse any propositions regarding the immortality of 
the soul, the reality of mystical experience, the existence of God, or other subjects 
commonly considered in philosophy of religion.

His departure from the most common forms of philosophy of religion can be 
made clear by considering his dismissal of the fundamental consideration of clas-
sical philosophy of religion: the arguments for the existence of God. According 
to Levinas, these say more about the operations of human consciousness and 
its mode of knowing than about God. Th at is, deciding about the existence or 
non-existence of God, Levinas argues, “translates perhaps the logical necessity of 
fi xing the object of religion in conformity with the immanence of a thinking that 
aims at the world” (Levinas 1998b: 105). To assume that God must fi rst be and 
be affi  rmed conceptually if the word ‘God’ is to have any meaning whatsoever 
assumes the primacy of knowledge, and moreover of a knowledge that is always 
and only knowledge of beings within the world. Th is “ensures the effi  cacity of God 
in the world, but sacrifi ces transcendence” (Levinas 1991: 191), reducing God to 
the ranks of a being whose existence could be demonstrated like all the others.

Against the ultimacy of being or the world as a totality that admits no beyond 
or transcendence, Levinas’ phenomenology of the interpersonal will claim that 
the face of the Other met in ethics is not a being like the beings of the world. 
When phenomenology is re-established according to the primacy of ethics as fi rst 
philosophy, therefore, a whole new realm of meaning and meaningful experi-
ence (or even rationality and intelligibility) opens beyond that whose limits are 
set by intentional consciousness, representational knowledge and the ultimacy 
of worldly signifi cation. Th is new realm of meaningfulness and intelligibility, 
Levinas suggests, might include meanings oft en classifi ed as religious, which, 
when reduced to the interpersonal ethical situation, are now assured of their 
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intelligibility and guaranteed in their possibility. Th is would open the prospect 
of a philosophy of religion that does not proceed through the analysis of proposi-
tions, but that, following the phenomenological insight, seeks to return concepts 
to the situation that gives them meaning. In Husserl, this situation was the inten-
tionality of consciousness. In Heidegger, it was Dasein as experience of Being. In 
Levinas, it is the interpersonal situation of ethics. When philosophy adopts the 
mode of signifi cation, intelligibility and rationality promoted by ethical phenom-
enology, then phenomena that heretofore were consigned to the irrationality of 
madness or a deluded faith take on meaning.

Th is prospect of using a revised phenomenology to guarantee the possibility 
or secure the intelligibility of religious language and experience is pursued most 
explicitly in the essay “God and Philosophy”, appearing in the collection Of God 
Who Comes to Mind, and it is also the aim of the essay “Th e Idea of the Infi nite 
in Us”, reprinted in the collection Entre Nous. In both these essays, Levinas’ stated 
aim is to articulate the intelligibility of divine transcendence. Th e starting-point 
for his refl ection is the idea of infi nity, which he claims “conserves for refl ection 
the paradoxical knot which is already tied in religious revelation … knowledge of 
a God who while off ering himself within this openness, also remains absolutely 
other or transcendent” (Levinas 1998c: 219). God, who appears for religion in the 
paradox of a revelation of that which transcends knowledge, is kept for philosoph-
ical thought by the idea of the infi nite, since this idea is precisely an idea of what 
cannot be included in any idea, an idea whose ideatum exceeds or transcends the 
idea by which philosophy touches on it. By means of an explication of the idea of 
the infi nite (one that is not without a profound debt to René Descartes, the father 
of a philosophy of consciousness that many would think to be most antithetical 
to Levinas’ ethics), both essays then proceed to elaborate the philosophical intel-
ligibility of a God that nevertheless transcends knowledge.

Interestingly enough, both essays move from this starting-point to arrive at 
a description of responsible subjectivity. Desire for the Infi nite leads me to the 
Other as my desire is turned from the Good it seeks precisely because this Good 
does not want for itself, but for the Other. Th is movement from the Infi nite to the 
Other has led some commentators to claim that a theological relation is the condi-
tion for the ethical. While this might be true, this procedure could also be read 
as the practice of phenomenological method, wherein philosophical refl ection 
starts from a given (here the word ‘God’) and returns (by means of a reduction) 
to the situation in which these words take on signifi cance (the ethical situation in 
which subjectivity is summoned to an infi nite responsibility). While speculation 
on the idea of the infi nite can elaborate the meaning of transcendence (the idea 
of Infi nity analysed in the fi rst part of each essay), such a God will seem abstract, 
a mere play on words, or the pretence of a not yet fully rational thought, if it is 
not returned to an originary experience in which this meaning takes on signifi -
cation (responsibility for the Other described in the second part of each essay). 
Hence each of these essays will repeat the description of transcendence. Aft er the 
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speculative articulation of the meaning of transcendence by means of an abstract 
explanation of the mere word ‘God’, Levinas then claims that “the exposition of the 
ethical meaning of transcendence, and of the infi nite, can be carried out starting 
from the proximity of the neighbor and my responsibility for the other” (Levinas 
1998a: 70).

In elaborating the philosophical intelligibility of divine transcendence, a 
Levinasian philosophy of religion wants to stand outside the modern distinction 
between faith and reason, the God of revelation and the God of knowledge, or, as 
Levinas himself puts it, it is “implicitly to doubt the formal opposition … between, 
on the one hand, the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, invoked without phil-
osophy in faith, and on the other the god of the philosophers. It is to doubt that this 
opposition constitutes an alternative” (ibid.: 57) – precisely because it does not let 
divine transcendence lapse into the silence or supposed irrationality of faith while 
at the same time it seeks to introduce such transcendence into a rationality that does 
not sacrifi ce transcendence and unconditionality to full and total knowledge.

A signifi cant objection to Levinas’ thought of divine transcendence was raised 
by the philosopher Dominique Janicaud in Le Tournant théologique de la phénomé-
nologie française (published in English as Phenomenology and the “Th eological 
Turn”), where he claimed that, in the case of Levinas and others such as Marion, 
Paul Ricoeur and Michel Henry, “phenomenology was taken hostage by a theology 
that does not want to say its name” (Janicaud 2000: 31). According to Janicaud, the 
phenomenological status of Levinas’ work was compromised by an unstated prior 
commitment to “nothing less than the God of the biblical tradition” (ibid.: 16). 
Far from discovering responsible subjectivity and divine transcendence through 
phenomenological practice, Levinas supposed them from the outset, making his 
work more properly speaking a dogmatic or theological work than a phenom-
enological practice of ethical description. Now, as I have tried to suggest, Levinas 
would reject the idea that his philosophy supposes religious events or experience 
and would therefore reject the claim that his work would not qualify as phenom-
enological. Although Levinas never responded directly to Janicaud, he did address 
a similar objection made by Jean-François Lyotard. Against Lyotard’s claim that 
“Revelation is necessarily inscribed in your thought, in contradistinction to 
Husserl – who is a true phenomenologist, if I might dare say so, someone for 
whom Revelation is not proposed for recognition” (Levinas 1988: 80, my trans.), 
Levinas stated that the inverse is the case: “[Husserl] would not consider the way 
to the other as original, and because of that he did not have Revelation. Th is rela-
tion to the other [responsibility] is so extraordinary … that it can bring us to the 
problem of Revelation in the religious sense of the term” (ibid.). What this means 
is that the phenomenology of responsibility brings philosophy back (according 
to a method that must be understood as a form of the phenomenological reduc-
tion) to an originary situation (interpersonal relation with the Other) in which it 
becomes possible to give meaning to the concepts by which religious experience 
has been understood.
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religion, religions, the religious: 
the historical and the philosophical

Another way to understand the task of philosophy of religion, besides analysis of 
propositions, is that made popular by Immanuel Kant and the Kantians: namely, 
as a critical analysis of the relation between historical religions and some supposed 
ideal of religion, be it Kant’s religion of reason, Friedrich Schleiermacher’s intui-
tion of the whole, and so on (see Vol. 3, Ch. 21, “Immanuel Kant”, and Vol. 4, Ch. 
3, “Friedrich Schleiermacher”). Th is method would prove decisive for much post-
Enlightenment philosophical refl ection on religion. Here again one fi nds little in 
Levinas’ philosophical work that seems to assume the task of refl ecting on histor-
ical religion and its relation to an ideal.

And yet it is apparent to even the least religiously informed reader that there is 
something of the religious operative in this ethical phenomenology and its descrip-
tion of human subjectivity as responsibility. Th ose with ears to hear will indeed 
fi nd religious themes clearly identifi able in Levinas’ ethical phenomenology to the 
point that the articulation of responsibility proves impossible to conceive without 
the contribution of religion. In Otherwise than Being, Levinas himself admits that 
“In the prehistory of the ego posited for itself there speaks a responsibility … 
Beyond egoism and altruism, [what is at stake in responsibility] is the religiosity 
of the self ” (1991: 117). And in Of God Who Comes to Mind, he claims that over-
coming the primacy of the I “signifi es the ethical, but probably also the very spirit-
uality of the soul” (1998c: 177). Th eses such as these suggest that even if we do not 
fi nd a philosophy of religion in Levinas, neither as analytic of propositions nor as 
critical refl ection on historical religions, nevertheless responsibility is bound up 
with a certain form of religiosity. And even if Levinas would disavow the status 
of a theologian, his description of responsibility produces a discourse that speaks 
with a religious vocabulary and even syntax.

A few examples, by no means exhaustive, can illustrate the religious dimen-
sions of this account of subjectivity as responsibility.

 • Election. In responsibility, the self is elect or the chosen one. Levinas writes:

Th e identity aroused behind identifi cation is an identity by pure election. 
Election traverses the concept of the ego to summon me as me through 
the inordinateness of the other … Obligation calls for a unique response 
not inscribed in universal thought, the unforeseeable response of the 
chosen one. (1991: 145)

  Just as the theological (Jewish and Christian) notion of election means 
that I am, or a people is, chosen to receive its identity before having done 
anything to merit its choice, so too, Levinas claims, in responsibility the self 
is summoned to itself as responsible before being free to choose or commit 
itself to this responsibility, summoned even without regard for its capacity to 
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respond adequately. In this sense, its identity cannot be described apart from 
the notion of election.

  • Here I am! In so far as the identity of the self is one given to it by its election 
in responsibility, the fi rst words of the self are those uttered by the prophets: 
“Here I am! Send me!” (Isaiah 6:8, cited in Levinas 1991: 199 n.11). In other 
words, in responsibility, the I does not precede its summons, but comes aft er 
it, emerging only in response to it. “Here I am” is the response in which the 
responsible self fi rst appears. In the “Here I am”, at least when said in French 
(me voici) or in Hebrew (hinneni), the self appears in the accusative, not nomi-
native, case. Th e summons summons me before I am there, so the fi rst words 
in which subjectivity is stated are those uttered by the prophet: me voici. As 
Levinas writes, “the word I means here I am, answering for everything and 
everyone” (1991: 114).

  • Expiation. Th e responsible self is an expiation in so far as it sacrifi ces all 
concern for itself in responsibility for every other, to the point of expiating 
even for the faults of others. In one of his most challenging and oft -criticized 
declarations, Levinas claims that responsibility goes so far that in it the self 
passes “from the outrage undergone to the responsibility for the perse-
cutor and in this sense from suff ering to expiation for the other” (ibid.: 111). 
Assuming responsibility even for the crimes for which others are responsible, 
“the self is goodness … It is an expiating for being” (ibid.: 118) by which 
being and the world are redeemed or made good. Th e notion of expiation 
is thus tied to an order of intelligibility in which the Good is beyond Being 
and the world is not self-suffi  cient but stands in need of justifi cation beyond 
its mere existence. Existence or Being, Levinas claims, is inevitably unjust in 
so far as the positing of existence requires taking a position or assuming ‘my 
place under the sun’, an assumption with which the usurpation of the place of 
others begins. Beyond being, a justifi cation for existence is provided by the 
expiation for others that is responsibility.

  • Witnessing, inspiration and prophecy: à-dieu. Even if Levinas avoids arguments 
for the existence of God, he nevertheless claims that the me voici of responsi-
bility does testify to the transcendence of God, to such a point that he calls the 
responsible self a prophet, inspired by the infi nite, and develops an important 
account of the face of the Other in terms of the à-dieu. Th e face as à-dieu must 
be distinguished from a representation that presents God in the way that a 
trace that marks absence must be distinguished from a sign that synchronizes 
signifi er with signifi ed and so makes both co-present. For Levinas, the tran-
scendence of God is not revealed by being put before the I, present to it in an 
experience I have. Th is would be to reduce divine transcendence to the imma-
nence of an object constituted by the intentional activity of my consciousness. 
Rather, divine transcendence is revealed in the saying of me voici to the Other 
who summons me à-dieu in responsibility. “I am the witnessing or the trace 
or the glory of the Infi nite … Th e infi nite is not ‘in front of ’ me; it is I who 
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express it …: me voici … Th e sentence in which God comes to be involved in 
words is not ‘I believe in God’” (Levinas 1998a: 75). Responsibility itself, me, 
is thus the revelation of God. It testifi es to God without affi  rming a concept 
of God, without even stating the word ‘God’, and without encountering this 
God in the present of an experience. Th e face thus summons me to God 
(à-dieu), but to a God who appears only in the trace left  by his forever 
departing, bidding adieu, from the face that presents itself to me.

What these few brief illustrations are meant to convey is the way in which Levinas’ 
ethical phenomenology develops a fundamental religiosity of the subject that is 
inseparable from its articulation in and as responsibility. Even if Levinas’ phenome-
nology of responsible subjectivity does not always refl ect on religious experience, it 
remains the case that this subjectivity as responsibility is articulated in a recogniz-
ably religious discourse. Th e question then arises as to how we are to interpret this 
religious language. Where does it come from, and what meaning are we to assign 
to the fact that it proves operative? Is it optional or is it necessary to the account of 
responsibility? If optional, then why did Levinas choose to employ such language 
and what commitments or presuppositions does it indicate? Does the religious 
language used to describe responsibility compromise the philosophical status of 
the phenomenology of intersubjectivity (this would be the objection of Janicaud 
noted above), or does it alter our understanding of philosophical intelligibility and 
rationality? What does such language tell us about the relation between the religi-
osity of responsibility and actual, historical religion and religious tradition?

One option has been to claim that such language be read as evidence that 
Levinas’ philosophy is “committed to the Jewish tradition, to a properly Jewish 
conception of God” (Cohen 1994: 173). It has even led some to claim what 
amounts very nearly to an equation between postmodern ethics and Judaism, an 
equation suggested by Robert Gibbs’ apposition “this Jewish other of philosophy, 
this radical subject” (1992: 4). Th ere is much to be said for such interpretations. 
But such claims must be reconciled with Levinas’ own apparent insistence that his 
work be divided into a philosophical side and a confessional side. Th e philosoph-
ical side presents itself as a revision of phenomenology that reconsiders ques-
tions and concepts raised in the history and practice of phenomenology in light 
of a reduction to the ethical or interpersonal, while the confessional side takes up 
political, theological and even philosophical problems in the history of Judaism 
by commenting on the authoritative texts of this tradition.2 While one need not 

 2. Th e major philosophical books include Totality and Infi nity, Otherwise than Being, or, 
Beyond Essence and Of God Who Comes to Mind. Th ese were preceded by two earlier works 
(Existence and Existents and Time and the Other) in which one fi nds a presentiment of the 
major insights into the ethical, but where Levinas’ ethical phenomenology has not reached 
its maturity. Th e confessional side comprises occasional pieces delivered to Jewish audi-
ences or printed in publications with largely Jewish readership, and Talmudic lectures with 
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always take an author at his word, this asserted division of his work is enough, 
in my opinion, to cause serious trouble for those who claim that Levinas’ chief 
contribution to twentieth-century philosophy was made as a ‘Jewish philoso-
pher’ or that his philosophy is “committed to the Jewish tradition, to a properly 
Jewish conception of God”. With such a division of his work, he would explicitly 
disavow the authority of Jewish tradition over the philosophical work and would 
seem to assign consideration of explicitly Jewish experience to another body of 
his own work. In fact, when Lyotard presented to Levinas his own interpretation 
of Levinas’ philosophy as thought of the Old Testament God, Levinas responded, 
“I am not for all that an especially Jewish thinker; I am a thinker, tout court” 
(Levinas 1988: 83, my trans.). Lyotard even remembers Levinas claiming, “It is 
not under the authority of the Bible that my thought is placed, but under the 
authority of phenomenology … You make of me a Jewish thinker” (ibid.: 78–9). 
Such claims suggest that we cannot collapse the philosophical and the religious 
in Levinas.

Even if Levinas disavows the authority of Judaism and Jewish tradition over his 
philosophical work, it remains the case that his philosophy does indeed invoke 
religious, even particularly Jewish, themes and language in its account of the 
responsible subject. Religious themes are clearly identifi able in Levinas’ ethical 
phenomenology and yet this discourse does not belong to a religious tradition 
or place itself under the authority of a particular religion. Everything happens as 
if the analysis of responsibility alone, without reference to the authority of reli-
gious tradition, institutions, or historical events experienced by myself or others, 
was suffi  cient to reach the religiosity of human subjectivity. Derrida has noted a 
similar sort of religious discourse in the Czech phenomenologist Jan Patočka:

What engenders all these meanings and links them, internally and 
necessarily, is a logic that at bottom … has no need of the event of 
revelation or the revelation of an event. It needs to think the possi-
bility of such an event but not the event itself. Th is is a major point of 
diff erence, permitting such a discourse to be developed without refer-
ence to religion as institutional dogma and proposing a genealogy of 
thinking concerning the possibility and essence of the religious that 
doesn’t amount to an article of faith. (Derrida 1995b: 49)

Levinas, like Patočka, belongs to a philosophical “tradition that consists of 
proposing a nondogmatic doublet of dogma, a philosophical and metaphysical 
doublet, in any case a thinking that ‘repeats’ the possibility of religion without 
religion” (ibid.: 49). Th is tradition of philosophy of religion includes at least, I 

a similar, although oft en more academic, audience. Th ey are collected in Diffi  cult Freedom, 
Nine Talmudic Readings, Beyond the Verse and In the Time of the Nations.
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would argue, Kant’s deduction of the religion of reason from the principles of 
practical reason (not the same as his assessment of historical religion in light 
of the religion of reason) and Hegel’s deduction of Christianity from the spec-
ulative concept of God in Th e Lectures on the Philosophy of Religion or from 
the experience of consciousness in Phenomenology of Spirit. Both these might 
parallel Levinas’ own production of the religiosity of the subject strictly through 
an analysis of the possibilities latent in responsible subjectivity. Even if the religi-
osity produced in each case is diff erent in content (Kant’s practical reason is, of 
course, not Levinas’ responsibility, for instance, and so the former’s religion of 
reason is diff erent from the latter’s religiosity of the responsible self), the formal 
or structural similarities in the relation of the religious and the philosophical 
remain.

At the same time, as Derrida again observes in regard to Patočka, “one might 
as well conclude, conversely, that this concept of responsibility is Christian [in 
Levinas’ case Jewish or, if one wants, Judaeo-Christian] through and through and 
is produced by the event of Christianity [or Judaism]” (ibid.: 50). What Derrida 
suggests here about the relation between responsibility and historical religion and 
religious tradition could be said of Levinas: namely, the concept of responsibility 
that Levinas explores fi rst appears historically in the event known as Judaism (or, 
if one wants, Judaeo-Christian tradition) such that this religion or this religious 
tradition has endowed our own historicity with the notion of responsibility whose 
philosophical analysis in Levinas produces a religiosity that dispenses with the 
need for reference to history and tradition. Th e circle is patent: the phenome-
nology of responsibility, without reference to historical religion or the authority of 
religious tradition, produces a religiosity that repeats an actual historical religion 
precisely because responsibility was originally given by this religious tradition, 
whose possibility it has established.

Such a circle might give us occasion to refl ect on the necessarily ambiguous ‘of ’ 
in philosophy of religion. In some cases, this of means that philosophy masters 
religion, submits it to its own standards of evidence and rationality. In other cases, 
it means that philosophy belongs to religion, moving without questioning entirely 
within the conceptuality and assumptions of a religious mode of thinking. In each 
case, philosophy fears religion as much as religion fears philosophy. Th e ambig-
uous of in Levinas’ philosophy of religion might provide occasion for each, over-
coming its fear, to recognize the inescapability of the other.
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16
simone weil

Stephen Plant

Th ose who write about Simone Weil (1909–43) use strikingly similar vocabulary, 
describing her as ascetic, brilliant, enigmatic, a genius, heretical, mad, mercurial, 
an outsider, passionate, prophetic, revolutionary, spiritual and troubled. Th e list of 
frequently used terms is longer, but not by much. Aside from what these terms tell 
us about those who comment on her life and thought, they suggest how hard it can 
be to classify Weil’s thought or locate her in a history of ideas. Weil simply does 
not fi t snugly into a tradition or belong neatly to a school of thought. She admired 
Plato, but her interpretation of him is shot through with idiosyncrasies. Indebted 
to Karl Marx, she came to reject revolution. Enraptured by Catholic religion and in 
love with Jesus Christ, she saw in the Catholic Church an embodiment of the “Great 
Beast … the object of idolatry … an ersatz God” (Weil 2002: 164). A religious 
mystic, she thought atheism purifi ed religion. Her writings, moreover, are frag-
mentary by comparison with those of other major modern thinkers. She published 
little, and what she did publish tended (with one exception, the 1934 political essay 
Oppression and Liberty) to be in the form of short articles in obscure journals. 
Her inclination to unfold her thinking by means of short pensées in the style of 
Blaise Pascal was fostered by her teacher, Alain (Emile Chartier), and later neces-
sitated by the exigencies of the Second World War. Th e notebooks, in which Weil’s 
thoughts appear in the sequence in which they occurred, were left  in the hands of 
friends. When they were published posthumously either they were printed in an 
unedited form lacking an obvious systematic coherence or, for example in the case 
of Gravity and Grace, were sift ed by an editor who arranged a few selected indi-
vidual aphorisms under headings of his own devising and for his own purposes (in 
that particular instance, Weil’s friend Gustave Th ibon seems to have been intent to 
set her thought out in the pose of a Catholic saint). Weil’s natural inclination to the 
aphorism rather than the monograph as a medium for philosophical thought was 
also fostered by external circumstances beyond her control. She was a woman in a 
society not naturally welcoming to women’s participation in politics, philosophy 
or theology. She died young and the last years of her life were disrupted by war. Th e 
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consequence is that not only in form, but also in content, her trains of thought are 
sometimes unfi nished or improperly developed; sometimes placed in the inter-
rogative mood rather than something more assured and fi nal. Th e form allowed 
her to pursue a natural intellectual eclecticism such that she proves hard to keep 
up with as she leaps like a mountain goat across the boulders of Western thought, 
from philosophy to geometry, from the causes of Nazism to Sophocles’ Antigone, 
from quantum theory to the love of God, and from aesthetics to the nature of work. 
Sometimes she asserts truths rather than arguing towards them. Her views can be 
quite uncompromising, and occasionally they were bizarre.

weil’s life

Weil was born in 1909 in Paris, the younger of two children. Growing up she 
compared herself unfavourably to her brother, a mathematical prodigy. Her 
parents were secularized Jews in a France in which anti-Semitism was a living 
reality. Weil’s subsequent hysterical and uncharacteristically prejudiced rejection 
of most of the Hebrew Scriptures and of what she considered to be the worship 
of power in Judaism is a serious fl aw, but its origin might charitably be laid at the 
door of early twentieth-century French anti-Semitism. Weil’s home was happy, 
although her relationship with her mother was unusually intense. During the 
First World War, Simone’s father worked as an army doctor, and the family moved 
frequently, settling in Paris aft er the cessation of hostilities. Th e war had profound 
and complex consequences for French society. A generation of Frenchmen was 
decimated, killed in the trenches or left  physically or psychologically scarred. 
One consequence of this missing generation was that French social and political 
institutions tended to be run by a gerontocracy. Young Frenchmen and women 
growing up in the 1920s and 1930s typically felt excluded and driven towards 
social and political extremism. Many regarded revolutionary politics, now fl our-
ishing in the Soviet Union, as a franchise on which the French had a moral copy-
right. Nonetheless, in spite of these undercurrents, mid-1920s France was blithely 
confi dent; it had been victorious in the First World War and was now insulated by 
the fl ow of reparations payments from Germany and by trade with its extensive 
colonies. Th is stability began to be undermined following the Wall Street Crash of 
1929 and then, from 1936, by the outbreak of a politically motivated civil war in 
Spain across France’s western border.

In 1925 Weil enrolled at the Lycée Henri IV, where she was taught philosophy 
by Alain. Alain was, by common consent, a very fi ne teacher. Anti-clerical but 
not insensible to the power of religious myths, not socialist but sympathetic 
to the plight of the poor, his students found him inspirational. Th ey included 
Maurice Merleau-Ponty, André Maurois and Maurice Schumann (who became 
Weil’s friend, and who was later de Gaulle’s foreign minister). Alain prized intel-
lectual rigour and independence of thought, and found both in Weil, whom he 
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aff ectionately called ‘the Martian’ to indicate how distinctive she was. In his termly 
reports on her, he predicted “brilliant success” but noted a tendency to abstruse-
ness in her thoughts (Pétrement 1976: 41–2). One of Alain’s contributions to Weil’s 
intellectual formation was to encourage in her an admiration for the writings of 
Plato, who became a key element in her own philosophy. In 1927 Weil topped 
the list of philosophy students at the Sorbonne, but failed the broader and highly 
competitive entry requirements for the École Normale Supérieure. Aft er a further 
year she succeeded and in 1930 was ranked seventh of the 107 candidates in the 
fi nal agrégation. At the École Normale, Weil’s most substantive academic product 
was a dissertation on science and perception in the work of René Descartes. Th e 
fi rst part of the dissertation (published in English in a volume of her Formative 
Writings 1929–1941) is a fairly standard exegesis of Descartes’ Discourse on 
Method. Even here, however, she departed from the mainstream of interpretation 
by arguing that real (i.e. practical) science was, for Descartes, the correct use of 
reason. Th e second part of the dissertation turned to the capacity of a reasoning 
individual to direct their own reason. Th e dissertation concludes with refl ections 
on work, which was to become a key theme in her later writings.

During the years she was a student at the École Normale Supérieure, Weil was 
active in several social and political arenas. She taught evening classes for workers; 
she raised funds; she campaigned. Th is made her unusual and unpopular with some 
of her teachers, one of whom called her ‘the Red Virgin’. Th is possibly had a bearing 
on her appointment in 1931 to the fi rst of a succession of teaching posts in the rela-
tively obscure town of Le Puy. In Le Puy, and in the schools to which she was trans-
ferred on a roughly annual basis, Weil continued to be active in trade unionism as a 
teacher and campaigner. As a schoolteacher she was popular, although by conven-
tional standards she was not very successful. Judging by student notes from her 
lectures (published in English as Lectures in Philosophy, 1978) she took students 
into philosophy at a more fundamental level than they were prepared for, encour-
aging in them the same independence of thought and intellectual rigour that Alain 
had valued in her. In 1934 she took a year’s leave, in the fi rst instance to write the 
political essay Oppression and Liberty, and then to work as a labourer in several 
factories in Paris: the two are related. In the book, Weil argued that Marx had given 
“a fi rst-rate account of the mechanism of capitalist oppression” by showing that 
the exploitation of workers was driven not so much by the greed of capitalists as 
by the necessity to expand rapidly in order to compete with rivals (Weil 1988: 39). 
Marx had shown, according to Weil, that this social and economic mechanism was 
not something random. Th at meant that careful study and refl ection might lead to 
actions that would genuinely improve the functioning of capitalism for workers. 
Yet although, for Weil, Marx was the fi rst seriously to refl ect on capitalist societies, 
he failed to realize the potential of what he had begun:

Th e materialistic method – that instrument which Marx bequeathed 
us – is an untried instrument; no Marxist has ever really used it, 
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beginning with Marx himself. Th e only really valuable idea to be 
found in Marx’s writings is also the only one that has been completely 
neglected. (Ibid.: 44)

Th is conclusion was consistent with the basically syndicalist (rather than 
communist or simply socialist) outlook of Weil’s politics. It was on this basis 
that Weil took the decision to work ‘anonymously’ as a factory hand in order to 
experience what most communist theorists knew little of, namely, the world of 
work. Her intention was better to grasp the situation of workers in order to refl ect 
on ways in which capitalist systems could be transformed. But the experience of 
working in a factory had unanticipated outcomes. Factory work proved physi-
cally and psychologically tough for her. A factory journal (published in Formative 
Writings) details both her exhaustion and the eff ects of the petty tyrannies of some 
of her foremen. Her experiences left  her in pieces. Work had been an intellec-
tual concern since her dissertation on Descartes; it now entered her through the 
scars on her hands and the ache in her muscles. Convalescing with her parents in 
Portugal, she saw a religious procession, and “the conviction was suddenly borne 
upon me that Christianity is pre-eminently a religion of slaves, that slaves cannot 
help belonging to it, and I among others” (1977: 34). It was one of several ‘religious’ 
experiences that followed in the train of her physical collapse, leading her away 
from political writing to subjects related to the experience of affl  iction, to Christ’s 
suff ering and to God. Aft er a brief return to teaching, Weil travelled to Spain at 
the outbreak of the Civil War to enrol in an anarchist militia on the side of the 
Republican government. Aft er a brief period at the front during which she rapidly 
became disillusioned, she stepped into a cooking pot (she had very poor eyesight) 
and was seriously injured. Convalescing again in 1938, at the Benedictine monas-
tery at Solesmes, Weil had a signifi cant mystical experience related to her severe 
migraines, and began to pray. In 1940 as the Germans were entering Paris, Weil 
and her parents took the last train out of Paris to Marseilles. Th ere, she pursued 
a line of enquiry about whether to be baptized. She became close to an ascetic 
and intelligent Dominican, Father Perrin, writing a ‘spiritual autobiography’ for 
him that is a main source of knowledge about her ‘inner’ life. She worked for a 
period at a vineyard owned by Gustave Th ibon, and, it seems, undertook some 
activities on behalf of the French Resistance. She wrote notebooks and published 
essays, some lauding the Cathar culture of the Languedoc before the Albigensian 
crusades of the thirteenth century. In 1942 she and her parents received exit visas 
and Weil made her way to London via Casablanca and New York, where, with help 
of friends from student days, she took up a post in the Free French forces. She was 
commissioned to write a briefi ng document on a possible political philosophy for 
post-war France, subsequently published as Th e Need for Roots. It had little impact 
on Charles de Gaulle, and Weil, whose application to become a secret agent in 
occupied France was rejected, once more became disillusioned, this time with 
Gaullist French nationalism. Her disordered eating habits, developed over many 
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years, had grown steadily worse, and in a weakened state she contracted tubercu-
losis and died in August 1943.

plato in weil’s thought

Before sampling elements of Weil’s own thought it may be helpful to revisit the 
role played by Plato’s philosophy in her work. Th is infl uence, which certainly can 
be overplayed, may be explored with reference to Weil’s understanding of Plato 
in the history of thought. For Weil, there were two basic points that one must 
grasp about Plato. Th e fi rst is that “[h]e was not a man who invented a philo-
sophical doctrine. Unlike all other philosophers (without exception, I believe) he 
constantly reiterates that he has invented nothing and that he is simply pursuing 
a tradition, which he sometimes names and sometimes not” (Weil 1968: 91). Th e 
second important point about Plato, for Weil, is that the only writings by Plato that 
have survived are his popular writings, intended for a general – not a specialist – 
audience. Th is means it is the responsibility of Plato’s readers to fathom from hints 
in these popular writings what Plato thought. Weil’s conclusion was that “Plato 
is an authentic mystic, and indeed the father of Western mysticism” (ibid.: 92). 
Weil thought that Plato is, in other words (as her teacher Alain had taught), to be 
read as a poet who carried his readers forwards by means of image and metaphor 
to truth. Of course, poetry too can convey truth about human life, about beauty, 
about love and about reality; indeed, there are some truths that are better conveyed 
poetically than though philosophical (or theological) prose. For Weil to describe 
Plato as a poet is, therefore, to honour him. Th us, for example, Weil understood 
the well-known allegory of the cave in book seven of the Republic as a parable 
of the relationship of this earthly world to the higher reality of the supernatural 
world. It need not be read as a prosaic account of the relation between two places 
that exist in the same way: this world and the supernatural world. Rather, Weil 
suggests, the allegory of the cave may be read as a poem that tells us something 
about ourselves and our situation. In sum, the cave is the world; the chains are our 
impoverished imaginations. Plato’s parable teaches that our imaginations call us to 
make a painful journey into the light of day, where truth, beauty, compassion and 
the good are more real than anything we can imagine. Th ese ideals – truth, beauty, 
God – are not to be thought of as objects in this world; they are separate, lying 
outside the cave where all human living occurs. In this sense Weil could say (to 
her students at Roanne) that, “Th e wise have to return to the cave, and act there” 
(1978: 221). It is the poets, not the priests or philosophers or politicians, who are 
best able to struggle against incredulity and fear until they “reach the stage where 
power is in the hands of those who refuse it, and not of those whose ambition is 
to possess it” (ibid.).
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the necessary non-existence of god

In the remainder of this entry I want to focus on Weil’s religious philosophy 
through the lens of her refl ections on love: the love of God and on (what she 
terms) implicit forms of the love of God. It is not far-fetched to conceive of many 
of Weil’s philosophically religious writings in terms of a love aff air with God. In 
an erotically charged mystical account of days spent in a garret with a Christ-like 
stranger, written in Marseilles in 1941 or 1942, Weil wrote: “I knew well that he 
does not love me. How could he love me? And yet deep down within me some-
thing, a particle of myself, cannot help thinking, with fear and trembling, that 
perhaps, in spite of all, he loves me” (1956: vol 2, 638–9). And in a letter written 
in 1942, Weil compared herself with the fi g tree cursed by Jesus on a Jerusalem 
roadside:

It is not that I actually do fear [God’s anger]. By a strange twist, the 
thought of God’s anger only arouses love in me. It is the thought of the 
possible favour of God and his mercy that makes me tremble with a 
sort of fear. On the other hand the sense of being like a barren fi g tree 
for Christ tears my heart. (1977: 64)

In order to fathom the love of God identifi ed in these brief citations we must 
fi rst wrestle with one of the most stretching aspects of her thought: her under-
standing of the ‘necessary non-existence of God’. God did not feature in Weil’s 
early writings. But from the mid-1930s the problem of whether God may be 
comprehended by the human mind increasingly came to occupy her. By 1942 
she could write to the living Christian she most admired, the Dominican Father 
Perrin, that she believed she had always been Christian: “I always adopted the 
Christian attitude as the only possible one. I might say that I was born, I grew up 
and I always remained within the Christian inspiration” (ibid.: 29). Moreover, her 
innate ‘Christian attitude’ was linked to the love of neighbour: “From my earliest 
childhood I always had also the Christian idea of love for one’s neighbour, to 
which I gave the name of justice” (ibid.: 31). If she judged it impossible to enter 
the Church by being baptized it was because she was reluctant “to add dogma to 
this conception of life” (ibid.: 32). Part of her hesitancy as she stood at the door of 
the Church lay in a dread – learned in part from Plato – of the manner in which 
belonging within certain social structures inhibited intellectual freedom and integ-
rity. Judaism, Nazism and the Catholic Church were in some degree all judged by 
Weil to embody Plato’s ‘Great Beast’.

If Weil did not shape her religious convictions according to the doctrines of 
the Catholic Church, what were the sources of her beliefs? Weil believed that Jesus 
Christ embodied deep truths – for example, about the nature of human affl  iction 
and about God – but that these truths had also been present in other religious 
and philosophical traditions throughout human history. Th e choice facing her 
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(and indeed everyone) was not therefore between being a Christian and being 
damned, but between truth and falsehood: “[t]here is not a Christian point of view 
and other points of view; there is truth and error. It is not that anything which 
isn’t Christianity is false, but everything which is true is Christianity” (1970: 80). 
‘Truth’ included Christianity, but it was not exclusive to it. On the contrary, she 
records in a notebook that:

It is impossible that the whole truth should not be present at every 
time and every place, available for anyone who desires it. ‘Whoever 
asks for bread’. Truth is bread. It is absurd to suppose that for centu-
ries nobody, or hardly anybody, desired the truth, and then that in the 
following centuries it was desired by whole peoples. (Ibid.: 302)

In Weil’s judgement God’s truth did not fi rst enter the world with Jesus. Contrary 
to Pope Boniface VIII’s assertion that outside the Church “there is neither salva-
tion nor the remission of sins”, Weil believed that “Every time that a man has, 
with a pure heart called upon Osiris, Dionysus, Krishna, Buddha, the Tao etc., 
the Son of God has answered him by sending the Holy Spirit” (1974: 114). What 
these plural sources of knowledge of God revealed, for Weil, was a singular truth: 
the love of God is not an illusion. But this, for Weil, is only one half of a pair 
of contradictory truths, the other half being the inability of the human mind 
truly to conceive God. Th is was the problem of ‘the necessary non-existence of 
God’, which Weil regarded as an instance of a contradiction or paradox capable 
of yielding great spiritual truth. Contradictions, Weil thought, functioned some-
thing like a koan, on which patient refl ection could yield insight. “Impossibility”, 
she wrote, “is the door of the supernatural” (2002: 95). Examples of such contra-
dictions, for Weil, include the doctrine of the Trinity – God is one, and God is 
three persons – and the mystery of the cross, on which the Christ gave himself 
and was also punished. But the ultimate contradiction for Weil was God’s exist-
ence and non-existence:

A case of contradictories which are true. God exists: God does not 
exist. Where is the problem? I am quite sure that there is a God in the 
sense that I am quite sure my love is not illusory. I am quite sure that 
there is not a God in the sense that I am quite sure nothing real can be 
anything like what I am able to conceive when I pronounce this word. 
But that which I cannot conceive is not an illusion. (Ibid.: 114)

Weil understood there to be an interplay of forces in relationships between God 
and the person, as between persons, analagous to the force of gravity. One person’s 
needs frequently drive others away: need and response are all too oft en, in Rowan 
Williams’ phrase, “systematically uncoordinated” (Williams 1993: 53). In human 
relationships it is not uncommon for us, instead of loving someone for who they 
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really are, to fashion them through the distorting lens of our needs into the person 
we would like them to be. Th is fl aw in the human imagination applies equally, for 
Weil, when we try to imagine God: we simply cannot know if we are conjuring a 
false image of God because of the force of our need for a particular kind of deity. 
Th e only way in which this may be overcome is to cease attempts to conceive God 
at all. For this reason, Weil can say that:

Of two men who have no experience of God, he who denies him is 
perhaps nearer to him than the other. Th e false God who is like the 
true one in everything, except that we cannot touch him, prevents us 
from ever coming to the true one. Th e 100 possible thalers in Kant. 
Th e same applies to God. We have to believe in a God who is like the 
true God in everything, except that he does not exist, since we have 
not yet reached the point where God exists. (2002: 115)

Th e reference to Kant’s comparison between one hundred real and one hundred 
imaginary thalers, however, reiterates Weil’s assertion, cited earlier, that although 
we may not speak of God as if he is an object in the world of things, there remain 
some things that we may still say of God, the most important of which is that our 
love of God is not an illusion: “Nothing which exists is absolutely worthy of love. 
We must therefore love that which does not exist. Th is non-existent object of love 
is not a fi ction, however, for our fi ctions cannot be any more worthy of love than 
we ourselves, and we are not worthy of it” (ibid.: 110). An ideal type of love, for 
Weil, was the ‘courtly love’, or colloquially speaking the ‘Platonic love’, modelled 
above all in the troubadours of the Languedoc before that culture was suppressed 
by the Church. Courtly love typically went to great lengths to maintain a distance 
between lover and beloved in spite of, and even because of, the sense of longing 
and suff ering that distance entailed. In courtly love, therefore, a love song is typi-
cally a sad song. In Weil’s suggestion that ‘love is in proportion to the distance’ 
between God and the individual, one sees such distance given positive value, so 
long as it is understood that ‘distance’ is accompanied not by indiff erence, but 
rather by a ‘courtly’ instinct to share in the suff ering of the beloved.

Th e most probing treatment of Weil’s ‘atheistic theism’ to date is that by Rowan 
Williams. Williams identifi es signifi cant tensions in Weil’s account of the grammar 
of the words ‘God’ and ‘love’ that may be thought to carry over into her treatment 
of the forms of the implicit love of God. According to the grammatical rules Weil 
sets for us, Williams reports:

we are … able to sort out what we must say about God in order to 
be talking about God at all; but we cannot affi  rm that this God exists 
over against us, an agent within the system of agencies, a subject with 
whom I can converse, a particular determination of my own existence 
in the world. (Williams 1993: 55)
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Th ere is “never a moment when I can legitimately or intelligibly speak of God as 
‘existing’, as a concrete reality over against me” (ibid.: 58). Th e appropriate response 
is, therefore, to decreate oneself, to seek to cease to exist, to become transparent 
in order that one does not get in the way of the fl ow of love between God and the 
world. In this process, it is the sheer otherness of God that we are brought to love. 
But this otherness – as Williams points out– is an “undiff erenciated otherness, 
in the sense that it is indiff erent with respect to my specifi c wants or articulated 
needs” (ibid.: 61). For Weil, only the perfect is deserving of love: if we love some-
thing that is imperfect – say, beauty, religion or another person – what we are 
loving is not really particular: it is the perfection that is glimpsed in the imperfec-
tions of the fi nite. “It is precisely this consideration about the necessary distance 
between what can be said of God”, concludes Williams, “that prompts unease 
with Weil’s analysis of love. She moves very rapidly from the facts of the mobility, 
fl uidity, and discontent of human love to the conclusion that there is an essence of 
love that is unconditional” (ibid.: 63). For Williams, Christianity teaches that love 
is something learned; it is intrinsically vulnerable, ambiguous, forgetful and some-
times corrupt. It is part of the contingencies of human exchange, and it is within 
the processes of giving and receiving love, of hurting and of being hurt, of damage 
and of healing, that we learn of love at all. Weil’s discomfort with such contingent 
forms of love is indicative of a very un-Christian disembodiment.

forms of the implicit love of god

Weil argued that direct love of God was impossible, for “God is not present to 
the soul and never yet has been so” (1977: 76). But although direct love of God is 
impossible, indirect love of God is possible by loving certain provisional, natural 
realities. Th is indirect love she called the ‘implicit love of God’. Weil suggested 
that there are three ways in which God can be loved implicitly: “Th e implicit love 
of God can only have three immediate objects, the only three things here below 
in which God is really though secretly present. Th ese are religious ceremonies, 
the beauty of the world and our neighbour” (ibid.: 77). In addition, Weil believed 
friendship was a form of implicit love of God that could be distinguished from 
that of love for our neighbour. Such forms of the implicit love for God, although 
veiled, are far from being poor second-bests. For most people, direct love of God 
is never possible, and the implicit forms of love are the only way for them to love 
until their death. Even though for most people these forms of love never become 
direct, nevertheless these implicit loves can be love for God, and are not under 
any circumstances valueless. For a few people – those who learn the lessons of 
affl  iction or joy – the implicit forms of love can grow so strong that they are 
subsumed and perfected, until they become direct forms of love for God. Even in 
its unperfected forms, implicit love of God can sometimes, Weil continued, reach 
a high degree of purity and power and even possess the virtue of sacraments. In 
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any case, however, implicit forms of love for God must always precede direct love 
for God.

Th e fi rst form taken by the implicit love of God is love of our neighbour. 
In the parable of the sheep and the goats (Matthew 25:31–46), Jesus suggested 
that whoever gives to someone who is affl  icted is in some sense giving to Christ 
himself. Within this statement, however, Weil perceived a paradox: “Who but 
Christ himself can be Christ’s benefactor? How can a man give meat to Christ, if 
he is not raised at least for a moment to the state spoken of by Saint Paul, when 
he no longer lives in himself but Christ lives in him?” (1977: 77). As well as being 
present in the person who receives, as Jesus’ parable suggests, Christ is also in 
some sense present in the person who gives. Th e value of the charitable gift , that 
is, depends no more on the spiritual qualities of the giver than does the effi  cacy 
of the Eucharist on the virtues of the priest. In both cases it is God who gives 
the gift . In charity Christ can make holy the gift  of the greatest sinner: of even a 
Medici banker, or oil company offi  cial. Th is is because in addition to being an act 
of fellowship between donor and recipient, an act of charity is a participation in 
the pure love of God. To be sure, for Weil, it is not possible to conceive of charity 
in isolation from justice: as well as having qualities associated with love, charity 
must also entail justice. When confronted by a neighbour in need, Weil argued 
that in order to be an act of true charity, inequality must somehow be overcome. 
Otherwise, even when giving to a needy neighbour, the stronger party benefi ts 
more than the one who receives their gift : “Almsgiving when it is not supernatural 
is like a sort of purchase. It buys the suff erer” (ibid.: 84); “Th e supernatural virtue 
of justice consists of behaving exactly as though there were equality when one is 
the stronger in an unequal relationship” (ibid.: 81).

Once neighbour-love is seen in this light, it becomes clear that helping the 
affl  icted person should be instinctive: true charity cannot be motivated, for 
example, by a desire to save one’s soul, or to write off  windfall profi ts against tax, 
or even to love God implicitly: a person who loves their neighbour “would not”, 
Weil asserts, “think of saying that he takes care of the affl  icted for the Lord’s sake; 
it would seem as absurd to him as it would be to say that he eats for the Lord’s 
sake” (1974: 94). In charity a miracle takes place: the giver puts herself in the 
place of another’s affl  iction. By projecting oneself onto a person who has become 
a mere object, one gives to them the gift  of one’s own humanity, even to the point 
of diminishing one’s own humanity for the sake of the enrichment of the other’s.

Th e second form of implicit love is love of the order of the world. Th is comple-
ments love towards our neighbour and, in common with it, requires an act of 
self-renunciation. Th e chief instantiation of love of order for Weil lies in the cele-
bration of beauty. However, Weil argued that love for beauty was sadly absent 
from the Christian tradition, although she acknowledged several exceptions to 
this rule, including Francis of Assisi. Beauty “is necessity which, while remaining 
in conformity with its own law and with that alone, is obedient to the good” (2002: 
148). A beautiful thing has no objective except to be beautiful, and in this it is 
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unique: beauty is not the means to something else. Th is quality in beauty is not 
aff ected by the passage of time, and thus human appreciation of beauty on earth 
is one of the few ways to encounter eternity. All individual beauties lead to God, 
for “Th e only true beauty, the only beauty which is the real presence of God, is 
the beauty of the universe. Nothing which is less than the universe is beautiful” 
(1977: 105).

Th e third form of implicit love of God is the love of religious practices, by 
which Weil meant the love that people have for a particular religious tradition. 
Religion, however, is no more valuable as a form of implicit love of God than the 
two previous forms: “God is present in religious practices, when they are pure, just 
as he is present in our neighbour and in the beauty of the world; in the same way 
and not any more” (ibid.: 110). Usually, the form of religion that we love depends 
on where we were born. A person born into a Hindu family will love God impli-
citly in Hindu religious practices, while a person born into a Roman Catholic 
family will love God in the religious practices of Catholicism. Although there are 
countless ways in which diff erent religions worship God, Weil argued that the 
basic virtue within each of them remains the same: it lies in the recitation of the 
name of the Lord. Such worship is nevertheless an implicit and not a direct form 
of love for God.

Th e beauty of religions, Weil believed, lies in the intention behind them, and 
not in their outward forms. Th us, the building in which worship takes place can 
be ugly, or the priest corrupt, or the singing out of tune: none of this matters. 
To explain what she meant, Weil suggested that when a mathematician illus-
trates a mathematical proof on a blackboard or a piece of paper, the straight lines 
she draws are oft en not exactly straight, nor the circles she draws exact circles. 
Nevertheless, the theory the mathematician is illustrating remains perfectly true 
in spite of her imperfect drawing. Similarly with religious traditions, it is the purity 
of their content, not of their outward form, that is important. Th e believer fi xes 
her attention on this purity, and it is in this looking that salvation is to be found.

conclusion

I began this chapter by drawing attention to the fragmentary nature of Weil’s 
thought and the sometimes contradictory qualities of its content. I have concluded 
with the more positive assessment that there are ways to bring her thinking into 
focus, for example through the lens of her refl ections on God’s necessary non-
existence and of her understanding of the forms of the implicit love of God. For 
those who take the trouble to work with and through Weil’s writings she can lead 
her readers in surprisingly fresh and fruitful ways into some of the most impor-
tant issues in human life and in theology. Wrestling with Weil as Jacob wrestled 
the angel at Peniel, one can fi nd oneself wrestling God.
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17
a. j. ayer

Graham Macdonald

Alfred Jules Ayer was born in London on 29 October 1910. His mother, Reine, was 
Jewish, and his father, Jules, came from a Swiss Calvinist background. It is clear that 
from a very early age Ayer was disinclined to believe in any religion. It is reported 
that, on winning a scholarship to Eton when he was thirteen, he made himself 
unpopular with his fellow students due to his evangelical atheism (he reports to 
being “a very militant atheist from the age of about sixteen onwards”; Honderich 
1991: 212). Th e fi rst philosophical book Ayer read was Bertrand Russell’s Sceptical 
Essays, and he was much impressed by Russell’s advice never to believe a propo-
sition if there was no reason for thinking it true (Rogers 1999: 45). Th is, he said, 
remained a motto for him throughout his philosophical career. It appears that he 
never found a reason for believing any religious doctrine to be true.

Ayer’s atheism became, in fact, more radical and a bit more complicated, as he 
was to form the belief that typical religious statements, such as those about a tran-
scendent deity, were not so much false as meaningless or nonsensical. Th is view 
was formed under the infl uence of an empiricist theory of meaning incorporating 
a criterion of meaning, the verifi cation principle. Th e core of the verifi cation 
principle was that for a statement to be cognitively (or empirically) meaningful, 
that statement had to be capable of being directly or indirectly ‘verifi ed’. Th at is, 
the statement had to be capable of being supported by sensory experience. If no 
such experiences were deemed relevant to the truth (or falsity) of the statement, 
then the statement was not saying anything that could have any consequences for 
our experiences in the world, so it was cognitively useless, and hence cognitively 
meaningless.

Ayer’s advocacy of the verifi cation principle entailed that religious statements 
were not only not signifi cantly affi  rmable, they were also not signifi cantly deniable, 
so a typical atheistic statement (for example, ‘Th ere are no transcendent deities’) 
was likewise consigned to the category of nonsense. And Ayer was, in this respect, 
particularly harsh on religious statements. He also thought that moral claims were 
not capable of being supported by our sensory experience, and so lacked cognitive 
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meaning, but he assigned to them an ‘emotive’ meaning. Religious statements, on 
his view, did not have emotive meaning, and so were “absolute verbiage”.1 Much 
later he was to take a soft er line on this: 

I think you can treat, if you’re very careful, the affi  rmation of God’s 
existence as a vacuous hypothesis, in which case it would be, I suppose, 
false … I would now say – Well, if it off ends people to call religion 
nonsensical, let’s call it false. I’ve become much milder in my old age.  
 (Honderich 1991: 215)

Ayer’s views on these matters were given their initial and most comprehen-
sive formulation in his fi rst and most famous book, Language, Truth and Logic, 
published in 1936 and written when he was only twenty-fi ve. Th e book was written 
shortly aft er Ayer had spent time in Vienna in 1933, attending meetings of the 
Vienna Circle, a group of mainly Austrian and German philosophers who became 
known as ‘logical positivists’, the most famous of whom were Rudolf Carnap and 
Moritz Schlick. Ludwig Wittgenstein, who occasionally attended these meetings, 
was an infl uential fi gure, particularly for Schlick. Essential to the positivist atti-
tude was a hostility to metaphysics, by which was meant any doctrine or belief 
whose credibility could not be seen as capable of being supported by the sort of 
experience that buttresses scientifi c investigations. Th e fundamental belief of the 
positivists was that if one made the kind of theoretical claims typically made by 
metaphysicians, then those claims ought to be assessable by the means normally 
used in science, and could not be assessed by any other means. All statements 
were thus divided into being empirical, or analytic (true in virtue of the meaning 
of the terms contained therein), or nonsensical. Religious statements were classed 
as being neither empirical nor analytic, and so, like all other metaphysical state-
ments, nonsensical.

As we have seen, this animosity towards religion and metaphysics was hard-
ened into a criterion of meaningfulness, the criterion supplied by the principle of 
verifi cation. Although I have given a rough account of what this principle required 
for meaningfulness, it proved much harder than expected to give it a precise and 
plausible formulation. Ayer was one of the fi rst to try, and in Language, Truth 
and Logic he formulated the principle in terms of a distinction between strong 
and weak verifi cation: a statement was strongly verifi able if and only if its truth 
was conclusively ascertainable on the basis of observation statements, and weakly 
verifi able if and only if observation statements were deducible from that statement 
together with ‘auxiliary’ statements, provided that the observation statements were 
not deducible only from these auxiliary statements. It was quickly shown that this 

 1. “I’ve never put religion and morals together. I always said that religion was absolute 
verbiage. It might possibly have poetical meaning, but that is all” (Honderich 1991: 214).
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would not exclude any statement whatever from being meaningful: any statement 
P conjoined with ‘if P then O’, where ‘O’ is an observation statement, will yield 
O, without this being deducible from ‘if P then O’ alone. In the second edition of 
Language, Truth and Logic, published ten years later, Ayer amended the principle 
to read: a statement is directly verifi able if it is either an observation statement 
or is such that an observation statement is derivable from it in conjunction with 
another observation statement (or observation statements), such derivability not 
being possible from the conjoined observation statement(s) alone. And a state-
ment is indirectly verifi able if, fi rst, in conjunction with certain other premises it 
entails one or more directly verifi able statements that are not derivable from these 
other premises alone, and, secondly, that these other premises “do not include 
any statement that is not either analytic, or directly verifi able, or capable of being 
independently established as indirectly verifi able” (Ayer 1946: 17). Th is formula-
tion proved no more successful, with Alonzo Church (1949) showing that it had 
the same defect in that it allowed any statement to be meaningful.2

 Despite the failure of these attempts to provide a rigorous empiricist criterion 
of meaning, Ayer continued to hold that there was a close connection between 
evidence and meaning, maintaining that a satisfactory account of confi rmation was 
needed before a foolproof criterion of empirical meaning could be supplied. Given 
later doubts about whether any theory of confi rmation could provide a foundation 
for a theory of meaning (owing to Quinean doubts relating to the impossibility of 
ruling out any facts as possibly bearing on the truth of any sentence), it remains 
unclear how the evidence–meaning connection can be circumscribed.3

Th ere is another problem with the principle of verifi cation, one not relevant 
to its precise formulation. Ayer was an empiricist, and so required all know-
ledge claims to be adjudicated by our experience. Th is immediately raises a ques-
tion about the nature of this experience. In Language, Truth and Logic Ayer was 
committed to phenomenalism: all statements about the world were (in principle) 
reducible to statements about actual or possible sensory experience, such state-
ments being about our ‘sense-data’, not about objects in the world. One of the 
problems this raises is that the ‘objectivity’ of the external world appears to be 
sacrifi ced, since assertions about what are apparently external objects become 
assertions about one’s own experience. One consequence of this view for personal 
identity is that the self is a set of experiences contained within one body. Th e 
extinction of the body meant that the person no longer survived, and hence 
immortality was impossible. Although Ayer soon relinquished this reductive view 

 2. For discussions of various attempts to overcome defi ciencies in empirical criteria of 
meaning, see Hempel (1950). For a fairly recent discussion and attempt to reformulate the 
principle of verifi cation, see Wright (1986, 1989).

 3. Alvin Plantinga discusses the verifi cationist, and more broadly empiricist, conception of 
meaning in relation to claims about God in Plantinga (1967: 164–8). See also Edward Cell 
(1978: ch. 4). Kai Nielsen responds to Plantinga’s criticism in Nielsen (1971: ch. 4).
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of assertions about the external world, he retained the empiricism that stood at 
the heart of both the formulation and application of the verifi cation principle in 
Language, Truth and Logic. A second consequence of the conjunction of verifi -
cationism with phenomenalism is that there can be disagreement between two 
parties as to the meaningfulness of a proposition because they have diff erent 
experiences relating to that proposition.4 We will return to this later.

Aft er the publication of Language, Truth and Logic Ayer lectured briefl y at 
Christ Church, then became a tutorial fellow at Wadham College, Oxford, before 
accepting the position of Grote Professor of Philosophy at University College, 
London. It was at this time that he became more widely known in British intel-
lectual life, chiefl y through his participation in many BBC Th ird Programme 
broadcasts. One of these broadcasts became particularly celebrated: a debate with 
Father Copleston on the nature of metaphysics, and in particular on the question 
whether statements such as ‘God exists’ are meaningful.5 Th e crux of their disa-
greement concerned the legitimacy of metaphysical claims, Copleston defending 
the view that metaphysics begins where science leaves off , and Ayer denying that 
this left  metaphysics with a defensible project. For Ayer the relation of philosophy 
to science was limited to analysing, and showing the connections between, scien-
tifi c propositions. What philosophy could not do was ‘go beyond science’ in any 
more substantial sense, one involving what Ayer called ‘transcendental state-
ments’, as these did not make the “slightest diff erence to anything that anyone 
experiences” (Edwards & Pap 1965: 728). By this one must take Ayer to mean that 
these transcendental statements, in going beyond what science can explain, also 
go beyond all the evidence available to scientists, and so in this sense were indif-
ferent to our sensory experience. Copleston, on the other hand, defi ned meta-
physical questioning as concerning “the intelligible structure of reality in so far as 
it is not amenable to the investigation by the methods of empirical science” (ibid.: 
730). According to Copleston, ‘meta-phenomenal reality’, although beginning 
with our sense-experience, is ultimately discerned through intellectual activity, 
this consisting in intellectual refl ection on our sensory experience.

On this topic the debate simply stalled, each questioning the other’s central 
assumptions. Copleston thought what Ayer was saying amounted only to “state-
ments that do not satisfy the principle of verifi ability do not satisfy the principle of 
verifi ability” (ibid.: 744), whereas Ayer was mystifi ed as to how the non-scientifi c 
(metaphysical and religious) statements could be understood. 6 Ayer defended his 
use of the principle by issuing a challenge to anyone who thought there was a 

 4. E. L. Mascall (1957) took Ayer to task for interpreting ‘experience’ in too limited a way. 
Nielsen discusses this charge in Nielsen (1971: ch. 3). 

 5. Th e broadcast took place on 13 June 1949. A transcript is published in Edwards & Pap 
(1965: 726–56).

 6. Much later Ayer admitted to there being a circularity in the way in which the principle 
could be wielded: “the Principle of Verifi cation commits one to a certain view of the world, 
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class of expressions that failed the meaningfulness test by the criterion of verifi -
ability but that were still meaningful: “In what sense are they understood? Th ey’re 
not understood in my sense. Th ey aren’t parts of a symbolic system. You can’t do 
anything with them, in the sense of deriving any observational consequences from 
them. What do you want to say about them?” (ibid.: 745). While both agreed that 
religious statements are not ‘about’ reality in the same sense as are scientifi c state-
ments, Ayer denied while Copleston affi  rmed that there could be another sense in 
which they are about reality.

A second feature of the debate, one not immediately relating to the intelligi-
bility of the hypothesis that one can have an intellectual apprehension of meta-
physical reality, concerned causation and necessity. Ayer’s empiricism embraced 
a Humean understanding of causation as involving merely contingent generali-
zations over events. Explanations of events that cited contingent causes could be 
shown to be false, as the causes could always have been other than those cited 
by the explanation. Copleston was not content with merely contingent explana-
tions, maintaining that the explanations he was aft er would not do their explana-
tory work if they were only contingent: if explanation was to be fully satisfactory, 
necessarily true propositions were required. Th e non-scientifi c propositions that 
Copleston thought were at the heart of both metaphysical and religious thought 
were non-scientifi c because their truth was not contingent, hence not liable to 
verifi cation or falsifi cation by the empirical methods of science. He took the law 
of non-contradiction to be one such necessary proposition, one required for any 
reasoning process whatsoever. Ayer, however, had a purely conventional notion of 
necessity; necessary propositions were only necessary relative to the set of conven-
tions that gave these propositions their (analytic) meaning. He denied that there 
was one such necessary proposition governing all legitimate moves in the use 
of diff erent languages, one rule essential to all language games. For Ayer, what 
Copleston was saying amounted to the claim that in the language game we are 
presently playing, one of the principles accepted is the law of non-contradiction, 
and anyone fl outing this principle is not reasoning correctly. Th is conventional 
reading of necessity could not underwrite any metaphysical or religious truths, 
so Ayer thought he had defl ected any possibility of using such logically necessary 
truths as a building block for the more ambitious task of justifying the putative 
necessary truths of metaphysical or religious thought.

As a consequence of his repudiation of intellectual apprehension of de re 
necessary truths, Ayer consistently denied that there was an alternative means (a 
purely ‘rational’ way) of supporting beliefs in a necessary being. As we have seen, 
Copleston did not deny that our refl ection began with experience, but he did deny 
that it was exhausted by that experience; what he wished to affi  rm was that reason 

and conversely a certain view of the world is secured by the Principle of Verifi cation” (Ayer 
1991: 6).
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could engage with experience and go substantially beyond it, and it was this that 
Ayer denied. Ayer could not see how reason could go beyond experience in a way 
that was not ultimately responsive to experience, that is, in a way that did not 
make a diff erence to what we experienced. And it would be cheating, he thought, 
if there was said to be a diff erence, but one that was only discernible aft er the fact; 
the diff erence in experience required by a meaningful claim had to be specifi able 
in advance of the having of the experience, otherwise the constraint (specifi able 
loosely as: ‘the hypothesis must make a diff erence to what we can expect to experi-
ence’) would be too easily satisfi ed.

Ayer was vulnerable on one point, however, and that was in the manner in 
which experience was treated. He admitted that not all experience was derived 
from our senses, there being experience that formed the content of our intro-
spective states. He also admitted that he could not rule out there being mystical 
experience. A consequence was that he was vulnerable to the believer who insisted 
that their beliefs had experiential content, one that was available to introspection, 
and whose content was of a transcendent being. Although he would not deny the 
coherence of this claim, he could say that this believer could not make the content 
of their beliefs in the transcendent being intelligible to those who did not share 
the particular experience. On this view religious statements would form a sort 
of ‘private language’.7 Ayer did wish to deny that such a possibility could add any 
cognitive value to our statements; they could not be regarded as increasing our 
knowledge of the world. Copleston, in a diff erent context, commented, “I simply 
note in passing that refl ection on mystical experience, in so far as its nature can 
be known from outside, might contribute to the development of a world-view by 
featuring as one feature or strand in the construction of a general interpretation 
of reality” (Hahn 1992: 67).

In a later book, Th e Central Questions of Philosophy, Ayer, in considering the 
classical arguments for the existence of a God, returned to the question of whether 
the hypothesis that there is a God could be confi rmed by experience, concluding 
this time that unless that hypothesis generated verifi able predictions, then any 
assumption that God exists is ‘theoretically idle’ (which is weaker than ‘mean-
ingless’; he may have moved to this weaker position owing to the diffi  culties in 
arriving at a usable verifi cationist criterion of meaning). He does not deny that 
if those who maintain that their religious experience justifi es their belief in God 
were suffi  cient in number, and that they agreed in their accounts of this experi-
ence, then it would be possible to credit these experiences as cognitive, and as 
being experiences of an object. But this would only justify our having a broader 
conception of what the world contains; no further inferences to the ‘unworldy’ 
character of the object of that experience could be sustained.

 7. Here a Wittgensteinian might argue that such a private language is impossible, but this 
move is not available to Ayer as he rejected Wittgenstein’s argument concerning the impos-
sibility of such a language.
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In addressing the classical arguments for the existence of God, Ayer paid 
particular attention to the ontological argument. He takes this to consist in an 
argument from three premises to the conclusion that God necessarily exists. Th e 
fi rst premise states that God is perfect, meaning at least that no being of greater 
perfection is imaginable; the second that a real being is more perfect than an 
imaginary being; the third that were God not to exist then he would be less than 
perfect; so the conclusion follows that God necessarily exists, or, as Ayer puts it, 
“his existence follows from his essence, or, in other words, from the way he has 
been defi ned” (1973: 214). Th is way of putting the conclusion is typically linguistic, 
and leads Ayer to question the Kantian response to the argument, which is to deny 
that ‘exists’ is a predicate and so to deny that existence is a property that can be 
ascribed to any being. Ayer claims that it is open to anybody to include existence 
in their defi nition of God, but this would still leave open the question of whether 
God, thus defi ned, does exist. Th at one must conceive of a perfect being as existing 
does not show, says Ayer, that such a conception does in fact apply to anything.

Ayer then examines a diff erent application of the idea that God is a necessary 
being: God contains the ground (reason or cause) of his own existence. Th is is 
also found wanting, as Ayer claims to fi nd no diff erence between saying (i) God 
has no cause, and (ii) God is self-causing. He suggests that the search for an ‘ulti-
mate’ reason for the existence of the universe, one that would supply purpose and 
meaning to our lives, is intellectually incoherent. First, we would have trouble 
fi nding what this ultimate reason was, but even if that were possible, we would 
face the question of whether God’s purpose was contingent, whether God could 
have enacted a diff erent plan for the universe. If the answer is affi  rmative, then we 
do not have an ultimate reason, for we can then ask: why this plan? If the answer is 
negative, then we have to say that it is essential to being God that he has this plan 
enacted, and we are back to the defects of the ontological argument, as we would 
still have to show that a being with such an essence existed.

Ayer goes on to tackle the argument from design, which famously claims that 
the world exemplifi es such intricate patterning and adaptive complexity that the 
only explanation could be that it has come about by design, and moreover by a 
designer who is God-like. Th is second claim is addressed fi rst: there is nothing in 
the argument that tells against multiple designers, says Ayer, nor is there any line 
of reasoning favouring a designer with the traditional attributes of a God, such as 
omnipotence and benevolence. Th e designer must also exist either temporally or 
atemporally, and Ayer fi nds diffi  culty in either supposition. If the designer exists 
outside time, it is diffi  cult to comprehend how he could act at a time so as to 
create the universe; if a temporal (albeit eternal) existence is required, then God 
would have existed before the universe, so the creation of the latter would best be 
seen as a transformation of events rather than the creation of something out of 
nothing.

Th ese problems may be viewed as technicalities in the sense that if the argu-
ment works, then the character of the designer, and the designer’s relation to time, 
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will be secondary (although not unimportant) issues. Th e major problem with the 
argument, as Ayer sees it, is that there is no empirical evidence of an overarching 
plan or purpose. We can see ‘local’ purposes in our actions, but this cannot license 
the inference to there being a ‘global’ purpose, a teleology that governs all that 
happens. In particular, any thought that the existence of Homo sapiens could lend 
some weight to the assertion that there is a global plan is contradicted by the 
scientifi c evidence, which supports the view that we, as a species, are marked for 
extinction. Here Ayer quotes Russell: “So far as the scientifi c evidence goes, the 
universe has crawled by slow stages to a somewhat pitiful result on this earth, and 
is going to crawl by still more pitiful stages to a condition of universal death” (Ayer 
1973: 220, quoting Russell 1957: 25). With what evidence there is telling against 
the existence of an overarching plan, the argument from design collapses, claims 
Ayer.

Does the existence of morality provide any evidence for the existence of God? 
One psychological argument could start with the observation that we (sometimes) 
behave morally, against our own interests, and that this would be impossible 
without religious belief providing the necessary moral motivation. Ayer rejects 
this on empirical grounds, claiming that there is little evidence to show that reli-
gious belief is required for moral behaviour, nor that there is any evidence to show 
that without religious belief we are doomed to amoral selfi shness. Even if there 
were evidence that religious believers behaved more ethically than non-believers, 
the best this could show, says Ayer, is that religious belief is morally desirable; 
what it would not show is that those beliefs are true. Th e more philosophical argu-
ment relating morality to religion, that claiming that the authority (or normative 
force) that morality has can only be derived from a God, Ayer dispenses with on 
the usual grounds that this authority can only be derived from a being whose 
goodness has otherwise been certifi ed, thus presupposing the independence of 
moral goodness from the being who is meant to be its origin.

Towards the end of his life Ayer had a close encounter with death, being ‘tech-
nically’ dead for a few minutes aft er choking on a piece of smoked salmon. On 
reviving he reported on what he had experienced during this ‘dead’ phase in such 
a way as to provide fodder for those who thought the famous atheist had recanted 
and ‘found God’. In an interview conducted by Professor Ted Honderich (one of 
Ayer’s successors as Grote Professor at University College), Honderich commented 
that aft er the experience Ayer seemed to have written more tolerantly of the idea 
of immortality, or at least that we might survive our deaths. Ayer admitted he had 
contemplated the idea in one article, but had recanted later: 

No, I still retain my belief we don’t survive our deaths. Th e eff ect of 
the experience, though, was to make me more interested in the possi-
bility of survival. Without thinking it was a possibility. I was more 
interested in the question of what circumstances might make it true 
that one had survived … I think reincarnation might be possible, if 
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one just legislated. Th at’s to say, supposing it were the case that people 
did remember, as if it were their own experience, the experience of 
someone dead. One might choose to say they were the same person.  
 (Honderich 1991: 226)

Asked if there had been a danger of a deathbed recantation (about the existence 
of God), Ayer quickly replied, “Oh, no, no. No, none whatsoever. I don’t know, 
I might go ga-ga – but as long as I maintain my present intelligence, no” (ibid.). 
Th ere are, however, diff erent accounts of what Ayer experienced at this time 
(including whether it was smoked salmon he choked on): see a secondhand report 
from the doctor at the scene in Cash (2001).

Ayer was philosophically active to the end of his life, spending the last few years 
responding to articles that were to appear in the volume dedicated to him in the 
Library of Living Philosophers series, edited by L. E. Hahn. He was admitted to 
hospital with a collapsed lung early in the summer of 1989, and died on 27 June.
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william p. alston

Daniel Howard-Snyder

William P. Alston was born in Shreveport, Louisiana, on 29 November 1921 to 
Eunice Schoolfi eld and William Alston. He graduated from high school at age 
fi ft een, and studied music at Centenary College. While serving in the US Army 
in the Second World War (1942–6), he read philosophy extensively. He earned 
his PhD in 1951 from the University of Chicago; Alston’s dissertation on Alfred 
North Whitehead was written under the direction of Charles Hartshorne. He held 
appointments at the University of Michigan (1949–71), Rutgers University (1971–
6), the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign (1976–80), and Syracuse 
University (1980–92). Since 1992, he has been Professor Emeritus at Syracuse, 
where he continued to teach until 2000. During his career, Alston received many 
honours. He contributed signifi cantly to metaphysics, epistemology and the phil-
osophy of language, psychology and religion.

One will not fi nd a synoptic philosophy of religion in Alston’s work, nor much 
natural theology, although he had an abiding appreciation for both. Rather, one 
fi nds historically informed treatments of various problems that arise within theistic 
religions generally and Christianity specifi cally, treatments enriched by the tools of 
analytic philosophy. Alston has been at the forefront of the recent trend for Anglo-
American Christian philosophers to take more seriously the Augustinian motto, 
‘faith seeking understanding’. (He was raised a Methodist and, through various 
ups and downs and ins and outs, returned to the Church to stay in the mid-1970s. 
For autobiographical details, see Alston [1995a].) Living out that motto resulted 
in work on the nature of God and God’s action in the world, naturalistic explana-
tions of religious belief, especially Freudianism (Alston 1964a), the Trinity, the 
Resurrection, the indwelling of the Holy Spirit, prayer, divine command theory, 
biblical criticism and the evidential value of the fulfi lment of divine promises for 
spiritual and moral development in the here and now. (For a complete bibliog-
raphy, see Howard-Snyder [2007].) Alston’s best work, however, is on the nature of 
religious discourse, the epistemology of religious experience, the problem of evil 
and the nature of propositional faith.
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religious discourse

While Alston insists on the indispensable role of non-assertoric speech in religious 
practice, he is at odds with much contemporary liberal theology over the role of 
assertion. He disagrees with those who say that no religious assertion is really a 
statement of fact whose truth-value does not depend on human cognition, and 
with those who say that human concepts and terms cannot literally apply to God.

Consider these sentences: ‘God made a covenant with Abraham’, ‘God became 
incarnate in Jesus of Nazareth’ and ‘Th ere exists an immaterial person who is 
unlimited in power and knowledge’. Alston holds three theses about such sentences. 
(1) Absent suffi  cient reason to the contrary, we should take these sentences to be as 
they appear: genuine statements of fact, as opposed to mere expressions of feelings 
and attitudes, directives for behaviour, and the like. As such, they are either true or 
false. (2) Th ese statements are true if and only if what they are about is as they say 
it is. Otherwise, they are false. (3) Th e facts that make these statements true – or 
false, as the case may be – are what they are independently of our beliefs, theories, 
conceptual schemes, values, activity and so on. Alston labels the conjunction of 
(1)–(3) alethic realism. Its proponents include theists as well as agnostics and athe-
ists, for example Bertrand Russell. Its detractors deny one or more of (1)–(3).

Th ose who deny (1) endorse religious non-cognitivism, for example Paul 
Tillich, Richard Braithwaite, and D. Z. Phillips. Th e most infl uential basis for this 
view, popularized by A. J. Ayer, appealed to the verifi ability criterion of meaning 
(VCM), according to which a non-analytic sentence is a genuine statement (i.e. 
has a truth-value) only if it is empirically testable, that is, confi rmable or discon-
fi rmable by experience. Since religious sentences are not empirically testable, they 
are not genuine statements (i.e. lack a truth-value).

Even if VCM is true, Alston (2003) argues, it does not follow that no talk about 
God is empirically testable, for at least two reasons. First, some talk about God 
occurs in theological contexts that tie that talk to observable historical events 
thereby rendering it empirically testable. Secondly, if non-sensory religious 
experience can provide empirical evidence for certain religious beliefs, then it can 
render statements used to express the content of such beliefs empirically testable.

Most importantly, however, this argument for non-cognitivism is only as plau-
sible as VCM itself. Early in his career, Alston (1954) argued that it was nothing 
but a bit of metaphysics of the sort its proponents intended to supplant. Later, he 
stressed four points (1964b, 2003). First, VCM itself is not a genuine statement 
since it is non-analytic but empirically untestable. If, however, as many insisted, 
it is merely a proposal for using the predicates ‘is a genuine statement’, ‘is cogni-
tively meaningful’ and so on, there is nothing to recommend it. Secondly, given the 
meaning of some empirically established terms plus a grasp of syntax, a speaker 
can construct sentences to make statements that are empirically untestable. To 
illustrate, given the meaning of ‘person’, ‘power’, ‘knowledge’, ‘material’, ‘limit’, ‘not’ 
and ‘exist’, one can construct the sentence ‘Th ere exists an immaterial person who 
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is unlimited in power and knowledge’ and query whether it is true or false despite 
its empirical untestability. Th irdly, scientifi c theories contain some statements that 
are, at best, only indirectly testable, provided the theories of which they are a part 
include bridge principles: statements that connect them to directly testable state-
ments. But there is no principled way to put restrictions on bridge principles so 
that statements verifi cationists want to let in, for example all theoretical sentences, 
are empirically testable but sentences they want to rule out, for example ‘God is 
perfectly good or it won’t rain in Seattle tomorrow’, are not. Moreover, since bridge 
principles are non-analytic, VCM implies they lack truth-value unless they too are 
testable; but they cannot be tested independently of the broader theories of which 
they are a part. Fourthly, unless a sentence is already understandable as a factual 
statement, the question of whether and how it can be empirically tested cannot 
even arise.

Th ose who affi  rm (1) but deny (2) or (3), for example John Hick, affi  rm a concep-
tion of truth other than the minimally realist one expressed in (2), or else claim 
that the facts that make statements true in the realist sense are not what they are 
independently of human cognition. As for the denial of (2), Alston (1996a) argues 
at great length on behalf of (2) and against its rivals. As for the denial of (3), he 
argues on behalf of (3) on both philosophical (1979, 2001) and religious grounds 
(1995b). In the latter connection, he argues that it is deeply subversive of the Judaeo-
Christian faith. For it is fundamental to that faith that “God is taken to be a real 
presence in the world, a supreme personal being with whom we can enter into 
personal relationships, a being Who, to understate it, enjoys a reality in His own 
right, independently of us and our cognitive doings”, a being who is “the source of 
being for all other than Himself, … an ultimate supreme reality, … that on which 
everything else depends for its being” (ibid.: 45–7). No imaginative construct, no 
way in which the Real appears, not even Tillich’s Being-Itself, can answer to these 
descriptions. Moreover, arguments for these views endorse an extreme version of 
the conceptual transcendence of the divine that is based on the false assumption 
that since human concepts were developed to apply to this-worldly phenomena, 
they cannot apply to any other reality. Finally, “any form of irrealism is crashingly 
implausible as an account of the way in which religious beliefs and affi  rmations are 
meant (understood) by almost all believers”; as a proposal for reinterpreting them, 
it is not only intellectually indefensible, but “it would be deeply unsatisfying to prac-
tically all religious believers and seekers to be told that the only thing available is a 
set of make-believes that they can pretend to be real so as to regulate, orient, and 
guide their lives in certain ways” (ibid.: 55–6).

Suppose Alston is correct: religious assertions can be used to make statements 
of fact. Even so, it might be that no religious statement could possibly be true; that 
would be the case if it were impossible to refer to God or to truly apply predicates 
to him.

In response to the question about reference, Alston (1989a) distinguishes two 
broad positions: descriptivism and direct reference. According to the former, one 
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refers to an individual with a referring expression by having a uniquely exempli-
fi ed description in mind. According to the latter, one fi xes the reference of an 
expression by virtue of intending to do so when the item is perceptually presented 
to one on a particular occasion; when others hear the expression, they refer to the 
item in question by virtue of intending to use it with the same reference as the 
person they learned it from (Kripke 1972). While mixed modes of reference are 
typical in general, Alston argues that direct reference to God is primary in reli-
gious practice. Most people learn to refer to God by way of learning to refer to 
God in prayer, sacrament, ritual, and so on, through which they take it they are 
in experiential contact with God. Moreover, most people intend to refer to what 
their predecessors refer to, ultimately to what it is the originators of their tradition 
referred to in experiential encounters with God.

Whether reference to God is primarily direct or descriptive is important for at 
least two reasons. First, it makes a diff erence to what is negotiable: if experiential 
encounter fi xes the reference, then what is experienced is the referent of ‘God’ 
despite descriptions one had in mind, but if descriptions fi x the reference, then, if 
nothing satisfi es them, nothing answers to ‘God’. Secondly, it makes a diff erence to 
commonality between world religions: if experiential encounter fi xes the reference 
rather than description, it is more likely that religions with radically divergent 
descriptions of the nature of Ultimate Reality are really in contact with the same 
being. Taken together, these two points tend to support inclusivism in the debate 
surrounding religious pluralism.

Th e problem of theological predication is especially poignant in light of the fact 
that our talk about God is derived from our talk about creatures, and God is radi-
cally diff erent from creatures. In fact, many thinkers suggest that the diff erence is 
so radical that our speech cannot apply literally to God; at best, it can apply fi gu-
ratively, for example metaphorically. Alston’s position on these concerns can be 
summarized under three headings (1989a).

First, some predicates seem to be literally applied to God. Consider some nega-
tive predicates, for example ‘God is immaterial, atemporal, not restricted to one 
spatial location, not dependent on anything else for his existence, not identical to 
Richard Nixon’; or consider some positive relational predicates, for example ‘God 
is thought of by me now’, or even ‘God comforts us and strengthens us in adversity, 
forgives the sins of the truly repentant, communicates to us how we should live’. 
Th e latter mainly report the eff ect of God’s action on us without saying anything 
about what God did to bring it about. If, however, God is absolutely simple, as 
Th omas Aquinas thought (see Vol. 2, Ch. 13), no positive non-relational predicate 
can literally apply to God since that would require God to exemplify a property 
standardly associated with the predicate, and that implies a distinction between 
God and God’s properties. Alston (1993b) rejects the doctrine of simplicity and 
the doctrine of analogical predication that goes with it.

Secondly, in contrast to many contemporary theologians, Alston denies that 
our talk about God is irreducibly metaphorical. He argues that in the typical case 
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of using a term metaphorically to express a truth, the speaker presents to the 
hearer something to which the predicate literally applies (an exemplar) and the 
speaker has in mind some resemblance between the exemplar and the subject, 
some salient, shared feature the speaker means to draw to the hearer’s atten-
tion, say P. A speaker cannot have P in mind without having a concept of P, in 
which case it is possible for others in the speaker’s linguistic community to have 
it too; thus, it is possible, in principle, to semantically correlate a predicate in the 
language with P. So the Psalmist truly says ‘Th e Lord is my shepherd’ only if it is 
possible, in principle, to literally express the same truth. Talk about God cannot 
be irreducibly metaphorical.

Th irdly, Alston aims to clarify how personal predicates – both those that 
ascribe mental states, for example ‘knows’, ‘desires’, ‘intends’, and those that ascribe 
actions, for example ‘makes’, ‘guides’, ‘commands’, ‘forgives’ – can apply literally to 
an immaterial and timeless being. To this end, he makes the general point that 
features common to the extension of a term need not be features partially consti-
tutive of its meaning; consequently, their application may well have no bodily or 
temporal requirement. Th us, for example, the predicate in ‘God made the heavens 
and the earth’ might literally apply to God since our concept of making something 
is the concept of bringing something into existence, the concept being silent on 
how it happens. Furthermore, even if there are bodily and temporal requirements 
for the literal application of a term, they might be peripheral, in which case they 
might be simply lopped off  or replaced with a functionally equivalent condition; 
the resulting concept could be literally applied to God.

All of the issues mentioned here are pursued further in Alston (2005).

the epistemology of religious experience

Alston develops a model of the epistemology of religious experience according 
to which persons’ beliefs about the activities, intentions and character of God 
can owe their justifi cation, in no small part, to their own putative perception of 
God, in the same general way that ordinary perceptual beliefs about the charac-
teristics of the objects in our immediate environment can owe their justifi cation 
to perception of those objects and not to arguments. Th e details have changed 
over the years, culminating in the model presented in Alston (1991), which is 
expressed in terms of the notion of a doxastic practice: a socially learned, moni-
tored and reinforced constellation of belief-forming dispositions and habits, each 
of which yields a certain belief from a certain input. But the basic idea is easily 
understood without this apparatus, despite its importance (Alston 1982; Alston 
& Fales 2004).

Central to Alston’s model is a version of what Richard Swinburne calls the prin-
ciple of credulity (PC): in general, if one’s belief that x is so-and-so is based on an 
experience that seems to one to be of x’s being so-and-so, then one’s belief that x is 
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so-and-so is justifi ed, unless one has a defeater. One has a defeater just in case one 
has suffi  cient reasons to suppose either that (a) one’s belief is false (a rebutter) or 
that (b) one’s experience is not, in the circumstances, indicative of the truth (an 
underminer). To illustrate rebutters, suppose you are having an experience that 
seems to you to be of a bear behind some bushes ahead of you. Several of your 
friends who are in a position to tell inform you that there is a burned stump at that 
spot, but no bear. Th eir testimony gives you suffi  cient reason to think that your 
belief is false, and so your belief is not justifi ed. To illustrate underminers, suppose 
you are having an experience that seems to you to be of a red wall. Someone who 
is in a position to know informs you that there is a red light shining on the wall. 
Th eir testimony does not give you suffi  cient reason to think that your belief is 
false, but it does give you suffi  cient reason to think that your experience is not, in 
the circumstances, indicative of the truth, and so your belief is not justifi ed. To 
illustrate the plausibility of PC, you now believe that there are words before you 
on the basis of what you take to be a visual experience of words on a page. You 
do not believe this on the basis of an argument of any sort. Nevertheless, it seems 
to be a perfectly sensible, rational, justifi ed, warranted belief for you to have, in 
your circumstances; furthermore, you have no defeaters. PC explains these facts. 
Th e main reason to endorse PC, however, is that without it those experientially 
based beliefs of ours that we tend to think are justifi ed, such as the one of yours 
just mentioned, would not be justifi ed.

It is crucial to Alston’s model that we think of the experiences referred to in PC 
as immediate. One takes it that one is directly aware of the object of experience 
(the bear, the wall, the words), and not indirectly aware of it. To illustrate: when 
I watch the Mariners from the bleachers of Safeco Stadium and see Ichiro Suzuki 
smash the ball down the right-fi eld line for a triple, I see him directly, while when 
I watch the Seahawks on television from a seat at the local sports bar and see 
Shaun Alexander slice through the defensive line on the television, I see him indi-
rectly, by seeing an electronic image of him. It is also crucial to the model that we 
think of the justifi cation conferred by experience as immediate or direct. A belief is 
indirectly or mediately justifi ed just when it is justifi ed by reasons, other things that 
one knows or justifi edly believes. A belief is directly or immediately justifi ed just 
when it is justifi ed by something other than reasons. One option here is experi-
ence, as when I believe the wall is white simply because it appears white to me, or 
I believe the cat is on the mat simply because it appears so to me. Call the practice 
of forming such mundane perceptual beliefs SP. (Alston’s defence of the founda-
tionalist epistemology implicit here can be found in Alston [1989b].)

Now, for many people, it seems to them that they have experiences in which 
they are directly aware of God’s comforting, guiding, forgiving, strengthening 
and communicating with them, for example. Th us, given PC, if these people 
believe that God loves them, is guiding them, forgives them, is communicating 
with them and so on, and those beliefs are based on those experiences, then 
those beliefs are justifi ed, in the absence of defeaters. Call such beliefs M-beliefs, 
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for manifestation, and call the practice of forming M-beliefs on the basis of those 
experiences MP.

Th ere are objections to the model, naturally. First, mundane perceptual beliefs 
are justifi ed on the basis of sense-experience because there is good reason to think 
that SP is reliable. But there is no good reason to suppose the practice of forming 
M-beliefs on the basis of putative perception of God is reliable. By way of reply, 
Alston makes two points.

First, the best arguments we have for thinking that SP is reliable are epistemi-
cally circular. Th at is, we assume the reliability of SP in using it to generate or 
defend at least one of the premises; we rely on the deliverances of SP in order to 
argue that SP is reliable (Alston 1991, 1993a). If we allow this for SP, we should 
allow it for MP, in which case those who participate in MP do have good reason 
to think MP is reliable by way of the deliverances of MP.

Secondly, to suppose that we must have good reason to think that SP is reliable 
in order to form justifi ed perceptual beliefs on the basis of sense-experience is 
tantamount to denying PC. PC countenances such beliefs being justifi ed directly 
on the basis of sense-experience, and not on the basis of arguments for the reli-
ability of SP. To endorse PC yet simply insist that participants in MP must have 
good reason to think MP is reliable in order for M-beliefs to be justifi ed on the 
basis of putative perception of God is to evince a double standard.

A second objection is that, even though engaging in SP puts us in eff ective 
cognitive contact with the world and sensory experience is a basis for directly 
justifi ed beliefs about objects in the world, there are several diff erences between 
SP and sensory experience, on the one hand, and MP and religious experience, 
on the other hand, that show that MP does not put us in contact with God and, 
consequently, that religious experience cannot be a basis for directly justifi ed 
M-beliefs. Th ese diff erences include the following: (i) SP includes standard ways of 
checking the accuracy of perceptual beliefs, MP does not; (ii) by engaging in SP we 
discover regularities that allow us to predict the course of our experience, whereas 
the same does not hold when we engage in MP; (iii) SP is engaged in by every 
normal adult, MP is not; (iv) sense-experience is continuous and unavoidable 
while we are awake, religious experience is not; (v) sense-experience is vivid and 
richly detailed, religious experience is not. In response, Alston makes two points.

First, although these diff erences are real, they must not be exaggerated. As for 
(i), MP does include standard ways of checking the accuracy of M-beliefs, although 
as in SP they are not conclusive. For example, in diverse religious communities 
we fi nd these checks: (a) conformity with what would be expected given certain 
doctrines about the nature and purposes of God; (b) consequences of the experi-
ence such as inner peace and spiritual growth; and (c) content of experience that 
is not likely to have been drummed up by the one who has the experience. With 
respect to (ii), by engaging in MP its practitioners have discovered that those who 
are more receptive and spiritually attuned are somewhat more apt to have such 
experiences. Regarding (iii), many anthropologists argue that not all cultures 
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objectify sense-experience in the same way; if they are right, then, unless we load 
the dice by defi ning normality in terms of engagement in SP, SP is not engaged 
in by every normal adult. Moreover, sociological surveys reveal that many more 
normal adults take it that they have perceived God on some occasion than the 
objection lets on. As for (iv), some practitioners of MP report what they take to be 
the continual presence of God, for example, Brother Lawrence in Th e Practice of 
the Presence of God. With respect to (v), within sensory modalities we fi nd great 
diversity in vividness and detail; contrast typical visual experiences with typical 
aural or gustatory experiences, for example.

Secondly, and much more importantly, there is no good reason to suppose that 
these diff erences constitute good reason to distinguish practices and experiences 
that put us in eff ective, experiential cognitive contact with reality from those that 
do not. Regarding (iii) and (iv), neither the degree of dispersal of a practice nor 
the rarity of its implementation shed any doubt on its capacity to inform us about 
what the world is like. Th ink in this connection of connoisseurs, experts and idiot 
savants, or those blessed with the sort of physical insight that led to the special 
and general theories of relativity. As for (v), human aural and gustatory experi-
ence can put us in contact with the world, and we can form a limited range of 
justifi ed beliefs on the basis of them, even though those experiences tend to lack 
the sort of vividness and richness of detail characteristic of normal human visual 
experience. Likewise, less vivid and rich religious experiences might well put us in 
contact with God, and we can form a limited range of justifi ed religious beliefs on 
the basis of them, even if such experiences do not justify other sorts of religious 
beliefs. Remember: Alston’s model is concerned with M-beliefs, beliefs to the eff ect 
that God loves one, is guiding one, forgiving one, present to one, and communi-
cating with one, not just any belief with a religious content. With respect to (i) and 
(ii), checks and predictions, to suppose that these constitute indicators of eff ective 
cognitive contact with reality is a sort of imperialism. It is to suppose that the only 
sort of reality to which we can have access is one whose character is such as to be 
conducive to checks and predictions; it is to impose standards that pertain to one 
practice of forming beliefs about what there is and what it is like to another. In this 
connection, note that neither introspection nor rational intuition are subject to 
the sorts of checks and predictions characteristic of SP. So why impose standards 
that are appropriate only for SP to MP?

A third objection to Alston’s model is that whereas we have adequate purely 
naturalistic explanations of religious experience, we do not have adequate expla-
nations of sense-experience that do not appeal to physical objects and their prop-
erties. Alston responds that there is no non-epistemically circular way to rule out 
various alternative explanations of sensory experience (a point systematically 
developed at length in Alston [1993a]); it should hardly count against religious 
experience if it cannot do the same. Moreover, it is not clear whether we have any 
good purely naturalistic explanation for religious experience, and even if we do, 
at best it can only account for the proximate causes of religious experience, which 
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leaves it open whether God plays a role in causing such experiences and whether 
he can be perceived therein.

A fourth objection is that the diversity of religious beliefs that stem from MP 
counts as reason to think it is unreliable. By way of reply, Alston distinguishes a 
multitude of things that might be expressed here, arguing that many of them do 
not pass muster. Still, he concedes that, in light of the most compelling version of 
the objection, the degree of justifi cation that M-beliefs enjoy is less than it other-
wise would be. Nevertheless, they can still enjoy a substantial degree of justifi ca-
tion despite religious diversity.

the problem of evil

Alston’s thought about the problem of evil focuses on various versions of the eviden-
tial argument from evil, especially those put forward by his former student, William 
Rowe. Rowe (1979, 1988) asks us to consider some especially horrendous instances 
of intense suff ering, for example a fawn that is trapped in a forest fi re caused by 
lightning being badly burned, suff ering for days before dying, or a young girl who 
is brutally tortured, raped and strangled to death. About these cases, which Rowe 
labels ‘E1’ and ‘E2’, respectively, Rowe contends (roughly) that, so far as we can see, 
there is no morally suffi  cient reason for God to permit them; thus, it is reasonable to 
believe that there is no such reason; thus, it is reasonable to believe that there is no 
God. In reply, Alston (1996c, 1996d) defends the agnostic thesis: grounds for belief 
in the existence of God aside, we are in no position to infer reasonably that there is 
no morally suffi  cient reason on the basis of our inability to conceive of one.

To this end, Alston fi rst canvasses various “theodical suggestions”: attempts to 
explain what reasons might morally justify God in permitting suff ering in general. 
He distinguishes suff erer-centred reasons from non-suff erer-centred reasons. Th e 
former include punishment, Hick’s (1978) soul-making theodicy, Eleonore Stump’s 
(1985) suggestion that natural evil contributes to God’s aim to get us to turn away 
from things of the world to God by undermining our satisfaction with temporal 
goods, and Marilyn McCord Adams’s (1999) claim that our suff ering makes 
possible a kind of empathetic identifi cation with the suff ering of God, which will 
deepen our intimacy with God, here or in the hereaft er. Th e latter include free 
will and natural law theodicies. Alston argues that each of these reasons might 
morally justify God in permitting some suff ering, perhaps even a good deal of it. 
However, Alston thinks that, with the possible exception of Adams’s theodicy, the 
suff erer-centred reasons we know of do not seem to be live possibilities for God’s 
reason in permitting E1 and E2, especially the former. And non-suff erer-centred 
reasons could not be the whole of God’s reason for permitting any suff ering, as this 
would violate demands of divine justice, compassion and love, unless the suff erer 
was adequately compensated, perhaps in an aft erlife. Despite some sympathetic 
gestures toward some of these reasons, Alston concedes, for the sake of argument, 



daniel howard-snyder

230

that none of the suff erer-centred reasons could be any part of God’s reasons for 
permitting E1 and E2, and that non-suff erer-centred reasons could not be the 
whole of God’s reason for allowing any case of suff ering. Th us, Alston concedes, 
for the sake of argument, that Rowe’s premise is true: so far as we can see, there is 
no morally suffi  cient reason for God to permit E1 and E2.

Even given this concession, Alston argues that it is not reasonable to infer that 
there is no such reason on the basis of this concession. Th at is because it is reason-
able to draw the inference only if it is reasonable to suppose that there is no morally 
suffi  cient reason available to God we do not know of, and it is not reasonable to 
make this supposition. Th ere could be a morally suffi  cient reason available to God 
that we do not know of in two ways. First, we might not know all the conditions 
for the realization of some good that we do know of, for example, perhaps, unbe-
known to us, the supreme fulfi lment of one’s deepest nature or beatifi c union with 
God requires horrendous suff ering (or its permission). Secondly, there could be 
some signifi cant good for the suff erer we do not know of, and that good might 
require horrendous suff ering (or its permission). Importantly, these are not wacky, 
ad hoc possibilities; they represent common, sensible themes in lived theistic reli-
gions (see the Book of Job among other sacred texts). Alston exhibits why it is 
unreasonable to suppose that there is no morally suffi  cient reason outside our ken 
in three ways, which together underscore the point that it would be unsurprising 
if there were justifying reasons outside our ken.

First, the pervasiveness of human intellectual progress in evaluative and other 
matters makes it reasonable to believe that what we now know is only a fraction of 
what there is to be known. “Th is creates a presumption that with respect to values, 
as well as the conditions of their realization, there is much that lies beyond our 
present grasp” (1996d: 320).

Secondly, Rowe’s inference takes “the insights attainable by fi nite, fallible human 
beings as an adequate indication of what is available in the way of reasons to an 
omniscient, omnipotent being” (ibid.: 317). But this is like supposing that when 
I am confronted with the activity or productions of a master in a fi eld in which I 
have little expertise, it is reasonable for me to draw inferences about the quality 
of her work just because I ‘don’t get it’. Suppose I have taken a year of university 
physics; I am faced with some theory about quantum phenomena and I cannot 
make heads or tails of it. Certainly it is unreasonable for me to suppose it is likely 
that I would be able to make sense of it. Similarly for other areas of expertise: 
painting, architectural design, chess, music and so on.

Th irdly, the inference under discussion “involves trying to determine whether 
there is a so-and-so in a territory the extent and composition of which is largely 
unknown to us” (ibid.: 318). It is like people who are culturally and geographi-
cally isolated supposing that if there were something on earth beyond their forest, 
they would probably discern it. It is like a physicist supposing that if there were 
something beyond the temporal bounds of the universe, we would probably know 
about it (where those bounds are the big bang and the fi nal crunch).
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According to Alston, these considerations make it clear that it would not be 
surprising in the least if there were justifying reasons available to God we do not 
know of. Th us, it is not reasonable to believe that there are no such reasons on the 
basis of our inability to think of one. (For critical discussion of the sort of response 
typifi ed by Alston, see Howard-Snyder [1996] and Trakakis [2007].)

the nature of propositional faith

It is generally agreed that propositional faith, faith that p, involves two compo-
nents, one cognitive and the other aff ective-attitudinal. Traditionally, the cogni-
tive component is thought to be belief and the aff ective-attitudinal component 
some complex of tendencies toward certain feelings, desires and behaviour. Alston 
argues that the cognitive component of propositional faith, both religious and 
secular, need not be belief; acceptance can play the cognitive role (1996b).

Alston draws a sharp line between belief and acceptance (inspired by Cohen 
1992). Belief diff ers from acceptance in at least three crucial ways. First, belief is a 
dispositional mental state while acceptance is a mental act. One fi nds oneself with 
a belief, whereas accepting p is the adoption or taking on of a positive attitude 
towards p. Secondly, belief is not under direct voluntary control while accept-
ance is. Th irdly, while the act of acceptance results in a complex dispositional 
state much like belief (a state also called ‘acceptance’), the complexes diff er in an 
important way. If one believes that p, then, if one considers whether it is the case 
that p, one will tend to feel that p is the case in the sense that one will be imme-
diately and spontaneously struck with a sense of p being how things are, whereas 
if one accepts that p, one will defi nitely not tend to feel that p is the case if one 
considers whether it is the case that p; the immediacy and spontaneity central to 
belief is absent.

Alston describes several cases to help clarify the distinction. Consider a fi eld 
general who must dispose his forces for impending battle with information insuf-
fi cient to believe any of several competing hypotheses about how he might best 
deploy them. What does he do? He takes the hypothesis that seems the most likely 
of the alternatives to be true, he commits himself to its truth, and acts on that 
basis. In short, he accepts it. A case that does not involve pressure to act can be 
found in the acceptance of theoretical positions. Alston likens his stance with 
respect to libertarian freedom in this way. He does not believe it; he does not fi nd 
himself spontaneously feeling confi dent of its truth. But he adopts it, regards it as 
true, and draws various consequences from it in his reasoning.

Alston is concerned to display acceptance as an attractive alternative to belief 
for the cognitive component of a devout religious faith, especially Christian faith. 
In this connection, he makes several points. First, both propositional belief and 
propositional acceptance are found in devout Christians. Some Christians have 
no doubt that the Christian story is true, while others fi nd it, in T. S. Eliot’s words, 
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the least false of the options. Secondly, many biblical and creedal formulations of 
what is required on the cognitive side are better understood as expressing proposi-
tional acceptance rather than propositional belief. Th irdly, worries about a lack of 
faith are oft en worries about a lack of belief, worries that might well be mitigated 
with an understanding of acceptance. Fourthly, faith is thought to be required and 
meritorious, but if the cognitive component of faith requires belief and belief is 
involuntary, then faith cannot be required or meritorious. However, if the cogni-
tive component of faith only requires acceptance, then this impediment to faith’s 
being required and meritorious is removed. Fourthly, critics of religious faith 
oft en claim that it is unreasonable since religious belief is unreasonable. But if 
acceptance is suffi  cient for the cognitive component of faith, the question arises as 
to whether reasonable acceptance diff ers from reasonable belief in relevant ways. 
“Do belief and acceptance have diff erent statuses vis-à-vis the need for evidence, 
reasons, grounds? Do judgments of rationality and irrationality, justifi ability or 
the reverse, apply diff erently to them? Or is the same story to be told about the 
two?” (1996b: 23). If the same story is not to be told about the two, then the pros-
pects for reasonable acceptance absent reasonable belief may well arise, in which 
case the unreasonability of religious faith is much less easily established.

In the 1940s, when Alston entered academic philosophy, philosophy of religion 
in the West was on its deathbed. Today, it is a vibrant, fl ourishing fi eld within the 
discipline. It is diffi  cult to measure the infl uence of a single person on a transfor-
mation as dramatic as this, but I venture the conjecture that no single person has 
done more to contribute to it than William P. Alston.1
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john hick
Paul Badham

John Harwood Hick was born in Scarborough in Yorkshire on 20 January 
1922, the son of a solicitor. He had initially planned to follow the same career, 
and embarked on the study of law at University College, Hull, but as a result of 
a conversion experience decided to train for the ministry instead. At this point 
his career was interrupted by the Second World War. As a committed pacifi st, 
Hick was a conscientious objector to military service, joining instead the Friends’ 
Ambulance Unit in Egypt, Italy and Greece. When the war ended Hick went to 
Edinburgh University where he took a fi rst in philosophy followed by a DPhil 
at Oxford on the relationship between faith and knowledge, for which he was 
supervised by the then Professor of Logic, H. H. Price. Hick’s theological training 
for the Presbyterian ministry was done at Westminster College, Cambridge, and 
he was ordained to that ministry in 1953. For three years he was a minister in 
Northumberland where he converted his doctoral thesis into his fi rst major publi-
cation. Th is led to an assistant professorship in philosophy at Cornell. In 1959 
he became Stuart Professor of Christian Philosophy at Princeton Th eological 
Seminary. Aft er six years there, Hick returned to Cambridge, initially as a sabbat-
ical Bye-Fellow at Gonville and Caius College, and then as a lecturer in philosophy 
of religion in the Th eological Faculty of Cambridge University. In 1967 he was 
appointed to the H. G. Wood Chair of Th eology at the University of Birmingham, 
where he stayed for fi ft een years. During his last three years at Birmingham, Hick 
spent half of each year as Danforth Professor of the Philosophy of Religion at 
Claremont Graduate School (later Claremont Graduate University) in California. 
Th is became a full-time appointment in 1982. Hick ‘retired’ at the age of 70 in 
1992 and moved back to Birmingham as a very active member of their Institute 
for Advanced Research. He also served for ten years as a Visiting Professor of the 
University of Wales, Lampeter.
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how hick’s life shaped his work

It is conventional that discussion of any major thinker’s thought should begin with 
the kind of biographical sketch that I have provided for Hick. But this conven-
tion is well founded because the way Hick’s thought has developed can be seen to 
be intimately connected with his experiences of life and with the variety of intel-
lectual milieus in which he worked. Th at his family background and his initial 
academic training was in law helps to explain why he has always been concerned 
to ensure that his thinking had an appropriate evidential basis. Th e profound 
conversion experience he underwent at eighteen was, as we shall see, crucial to all 
his subsequent thinking on religion. His experience of studying philosophy and 
then philosophy of religion in the early 1950s exposed him to the radical chal-
lenge that positivist analytical philosophy was putting to any religious claims, and 
his fi rst book, Faith and Knowledge (1957), was a direct response to that. It was 
then fortunate for Hick’s contribution to philosophy that as a young professor at 
Princeton he was asked to write a textbook on the philosophy of religion (Hick 
1963), as that book became a bestseller and, along with subsequent textbooks and 
collections of readings, made Hick one of the best-known writers on the phil-
osophy of religion in the English-speaking world. Th is meant that his subsequent 
major monographs were immediately read and taken seriously.

It was crucial to Hick’s contribution to Christian theology that in the 1960s 
and early 1970s he taught in theological departments in Cambridge and 
Birmingham at a time when liberalism was characteristic of much theological 
thinking and when distinguished colleagues were seeking to reinterpret the 
doctrine of the Incarnation. It was also important that he left  the quintessentially 
‘English’ ethos of Cambridge for the multicultural ethos of Birmingham just at 
the point when issues of religious pluralism in British society began to surface, 
and that the importance of this issue was then underlined by his experiences 
of inter-religious dialogue in California and as a Visiting Professor in India, Sri 
Lanka and Japan.

religious experience as foundational for hick’s 
understanding of religion

Hick became a Christian through a powerful evangelical conversion experi-
ence while he was a student at University College, Hull. In his autobiography he 
writes: 

for several days I was in a state of intense mental and emotional 
turmoil during which I became aware of a higher truth and greater 
reality … claiming my recognition … the reality that was pressing 
in upon me was not only awesomely demanding but also irresistibly 
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attractive, and I entered with great joy and excitement into the world 
of Christian faith. (2002: 33)

Hick never doubted that this experience was an encounter with the ultimate divine 
reality. But whereas at the time and for several years subsequently he interpreted 
this experience within the framework of a fundamentalist faith, and later within 
a fairly strict orthodoxy, he subsequently came to see that there was no neces-
sary connection between this experience and the doctrinal framework into which 
it was fi rst placed. Like Friedrich Schleiermacher before him (see Vol. 4, Ch. 3), 
Hick affi  rmed the reality and authenticity of the experience itself, while insisting 
that this did not in any way give binding authority to the system of thought within 
which it was fi rst articulated. As we shall see, Hick’s experience and his subsequent 
interpretation of that experience was to be of crucial importance fi ft y years later 
when he formulated his Interpretation of Religion, and still more when he came to 
explore Th e New Frontier of Religion and Science.

However, at the time Hick simply took over the complete evangelical package, 
including belief in the absolute authority of Scripture and in such doctrines as the 
virgin birth, the atoning death and bodily resurrection of Christ, and salvation 
as wholly dependent on accepting Christ as one’s personal saviour. Part of the 
intellectual excitement of Hick’s subsequent work is that he was for decades wres-
tling with the challenge of reconciling the constancy of his ‘faith’ with the gradual 
changes he felt required to make in its intellectual formulation.

faith and knowledge

Hick’s fi rst book, Faith and Knowledge (fi rst published in 1957, and revised and 
updated in 1966), developed from his Oxford doctoral thesis. Its importance lies 
in the way in which Hick sought to justify religious belief as one possible way of 
interpreting reality. Hick believed that none of the various arguments for God’s 
existence succeeded, and he concluded that we live in an ambiguous universe that 
can be ‘experienced-as’ a wholly naturalistic order, or equally validly ‘experienced-
as’ the product of a divine creator. Th e believer is acting rationally if, on the addi-
tional basis of religious experience, he or she interprets the world religiously. But, 
equally, the sceptic who has not had a religious experience (or has not interpreted 
such experiences as they may have had as religious) is rational in espousing a natu-
ralistic atheism. Some religious critics of Hick’s position hold that he conceded too 
much to atheism in drawing this conclusion. But in the highly sceptical ethos of 
mid-twentieth-century philosophy, Hick’s work was important. In an intellectual 
environment where few philosophers took religion at all seriously it was necessary 
to defend the rationality of religious belief as one legitimate way of understanding 
reality. Hick successfully did this. He argued that we were living at an ‘epistemic 
distance’ from divine reality. In other words, from the point of view of our theories 
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of knowledge we cannot know for certain that God exists. Th ere is enough light 
to enable the believer rationally to embrace the life of faith, but enough ambiguity 
for the sceptic to be rational in rejecting it. Th is is important so that faith can be 
a free response.

During the 1950s a major debate took place between a group of leading British 
philosophers on the issue of ‘theology and falsifi cation’. Antony Flew argued that, 
in practice, philosophically sophisticated believers accepted the same worldview 
as their atheist counterparts because, whenever Christian claims were seriously 
questioned, believers constantly gave ground so that what started out as “brash 
confi dent assertions” gradually “died the death of a thousand qualifi cations” (Flew 
1955: 97–8). To meet this objection Hick proposed the theory of ‘eschatological 
verifi cation’. Th is theory states that there is a real diff erence between an atheistic 
and a Christian understanding of reality because one sees our journey through 
life as leading nowhere, while the other sees life as a journey towards an eternal 
destiny. Th ese diff erent perspectives aff ect our whole way of seeing reality, and 
shape our attitude to life. Th e Christian claim will either be verifi ed, if eternal life 
is real, or falsifi ed if it is not. Th is theory meets the requirement of potential veri-
fi cation even though if there were no life aft er death no one would be in a position 
to verify it. It is, however, a meaningful claim and one that makes a fundamental 
diff erence to the way life is experienced.

However, in the context of contemporary philosophy the intelligibility of life 
aft er death seemed particularly problematical. A dualism of body and mind was 
widely criticized by leading philosophers. At the same time, Christian theologians 
insisted that the resurrection of the body rather than the immortality of the soul 
was the distinctive Christian message. Yet to make sense of bodily resurrection 
in the light of what we know about nature is a formidable challenge. Although 
Hick has always been a dualist himself, he believed it was possible to formulate 
a concept of bodily resurrection that was at least intelligible. He suggested that if 
God were to create an exact replica of us in another space, possessing complete 
similarity of all bodily features and full continuity of memory and mental disposi-
tion, then the basic criteria of personal identity could be met, and the replicated 
person could legitimately be said to have survived death. Subsequently, Hick real-
ized that the theory does not depend on ‘exact’ similarity for that would require life 
in a physical world identical to our own, which would face innumerable practical 
problems. However, if one redefi ned the theory in terms of a replica possessing 
“suffi  cient correspondence of characteristics with our present bodies and suffi  -
cient continuity of memory with our present consciousness” (Hick 1957: 185), 
then the thesis could be sustained. Hick’s theory has been intensely discussed as 
a possible way in which the doctrine of the resurrection of the body might be 
defended today.
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hick’s philosophical textbooks

Hick’s initial degree and his doctorate were both taken in departments of phil-
osophy and all his academic appointments have been in philosophy or in phil-
osophy of religion, even when held in an appointment in a department of theology. 
His research has always focused on philosophical questions, even though the subject 
matter of such questioning was focused initially on the truth claims of Christianity, 
and later on the legitimacy of a religious response as such. At this point one should 
mention the importance of a succession of textbooks Hick produced. Of these, 
the most important was his Philosophy of Religion, fi rst published in 1963 and 
regularly reprinted and translated over the next forty years, with a fourth edition 
appearing in 1990. Since this work alone has sold over 600,000 copies and has been 
distributed worldwide, it is probably through this more than any other work of his 
that Hick’s ideas have become well known. To this might be added his collection 
of Classical and Contemporary Readings in the Philosophy of Religion, which also 
remains in print aft er forty years, and his reader on Th e Existence of God, which 
has likewise been reprinted many times. Hick also wrote a valuable text book on 
the Arguments for the Existence of God, and was the co-editor of an important 
collection of articles on the ontological argument (Th e Many-Faced Argument). 
When one is assessing the impact of Hick’s work as a philosopher it is important 
to remember the infl uence of such works on generations of students across the 
globe and to recall that Hick’s writings have been translated into at least seventeen 
languages.

However, it is through his own original work that Hick has made his greatest 
contribution to philosophy, theology and the study of religion. Th e writing of 
Faith and Reason led Hick to two conclusions. Th e fi rst was that the credibility of 
the Christian faith depended on there being at least some response to the problem 
of suff ering. Th e second followed from this, for if, as Hick thought, any cred-
ible theological response to suff ering requires belief in life aft er death, then one 
must be able to show that such a belief could be rationally spelt out. Hence Hick 
embarked on two major projects leading to Evil and the God of Love in 1966 and 
to Death and Eternal Life ten years later.

evil and the god of love

Evil and the God of Love (1966, third edition 2007) is arguably Hick’s greatest 
contribution to philosophical discussion. Certainly it is hard to imagine any 
serious discussion of the problem of evil that does not refer to its arguments. 
Hick showed that the classic Augustinian explanation of evil as the product of an 
aboriginal ‘fall’ was just too much at variance with what evolutionary biology and 
historical knowledge show about our place in nature. But Hick also demonstrated 
that from the time of Irenaeus onwards there had always been an alternative 
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Christian view in which humankind was not created perfect, but was created in a 
state from which we could gradually progress. Hick showed that if this world had 
been intended to be a paradise for already perfected beings then the existence of 
evil would certainly demolish Christian belief in a God of love. However, if this 
world had been intended to be a place in which we could develop as free respon-
sible agents, then the existence of evil becomes comprehensible as an inevitable 
part of an environment in which we could exercise both freedom and responsi-
bility. In his theodicy Hick goes on to argue that a real objective material world, 
governed by regular physical law, off ers an environment more suited to the devel-
opment of responsible agents than an environment in which constant divine inter-
vention always saved humanity from the consequences of its folly or from the 
heartache and challenge implicit in any fi nite and physical existence. As a ‘vale 
of soul-making’ the hardships and challenges of life can serve a larger purpose, 
provided of course that there is indeed a soul to make and a larger purpose to 
serve. Hick’s arguments do not ‘solve’ the problem of evil, the extent and nature of 
which remains a persistent challenge. But what Hick’s work does make clear is that 
without belief in an aft erlife there could be no conceivable answer to the problem 
of evil. If death means extinction then old age, suff ering, disease and death have 
the last word and thereby bring to nothing any belief that each person matters to 
an all-sovereign God.

death and eternal life

Hick’s theory of knowledge and his theodicy both illustrate the importance of 
belief in an aft erlife to the philosophical coherence of Christian theism. But belief 
in a destiny that transcends the limitations of our present existence is also char-
acteristic of almost all the major religious traditions. So in writing Death and 
Eternal Life (1976) Hick resolved to adopt a global perspective, and to draw on 
insights from any source that might aid our understanding. Th e result was that 
his book provides encyclopaedic coverage of human speculation concerning a 
possible future destiny. One strand of his thought draws together Eastern and 
Western sources to create a possible hypothesis about what sort of destiny might 
be imaginable.

Hick speculates that at death our consciousness might temporarily enter a 
mind-dependent world, somewhat as described in the Tibetan Book of the Dead 
or in the writings of Hick’s former supervisor at Oxford, Professor H. H. Price (see 
Price 1968). Th is world would be a kind of dream environment built out of our 
memories and desires, thereby revealing to us their true nature. Th is would provide 
an opportunity for life-review, self-revelation and self-assessment. It would also 
provide opportunity for ‘meeting’ through telepathic contact with deceased rela-
tives and friends and perhaps an enhanced awareness of the divine. Aft er a period 
in this bardo world the person would be reborn into another embodied existence, 
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not on earth but in another space. Modern physics allows for the possibility of 
plural spaces and Hick notes that in many Hindu and Buddhist texts reincarnation 
is spoken of as normally happening in other worlds. Hick believes that a succes-
sion of such lives with intervals for refl ection in between would provide the most 
suitable means for the human pilgrimage towards ultimate reality.

why hick changed his attitude to other faiths

In writing Death and Eternal Life, Hick consciously drew on a global religious 
perspective. Th is refl ects a change in his religious understanding since moving 
to Birmingham in 1967. Before that he had lived in an almost entirely Christian 
or post-Christian environment. But on coming to Birmingham he was asked to 
chair a group established to develop a multi-religious syllabus for religious educa-
tion in Birmingham’s schools. His sense of social justice also led him to chair an 
inter-faith group fi ghting against racial prejudice, called ‘All Faiths for One Race’. 
In these various capacities he came into close working relationships with leaders 
of the Hindu, Sikh, Muslim and Jewish communities and he subsequently received 
invitations to attend worship. Attending worship in mosque, gurdwara, syna-
gogue or temple impressed on Hick a sense that phenomenologically the same 
kind of activity was taking place as happens in Christian churches. In each place 
of worship human beings were off ering themselves up in dedication and praise 
to a personal God, addressed and reverenced as creator and Lord. He noticed 
that themes in hymns and prayers continually overlapped with those of Christian 
worship, so that if one changed the names one would oft en not be able to identify 
from which religion the prayer came. Hick could not square his previous convic-
tion that God can only be known through Christ with the profound commit-
ment to God he saw in the people he was now working among. His move away 
from Christian exclusivism was not therefore initially derived from new theo-
logical arguments but from new life experiences. Naturally, however, such experi-
ences swift ly aff ected his theological understanding, particularly in relation to the 
person of Christ.

For many years Hick had believed that commitment to Christ was the only 
way to salvation, but he had not dwelt on the negative implications of this belief, 
namely, that those who do not know Christ are not saved, but presumably damned. 
However, once he did refl ect on this a paradox of enormous proportions opened 
up. For it would make a complete mockery of the claim that God is love if in fact 
he had so ordered reality that the vast majority of humanity was doomed to perdi-
tion. Salvation in this ultimate sense could not therefore depend on Christ alone. 
Hick felt that the path that scholars such as Karl Rahner had taken to avoid this 
problem, which involves including everyone within the compass of Christianity, 
were dishonest to the integrity of both Christianity and of other religions (see 
Rahner 1966: 122). Against Rahner (ibid.), Hick argued that people of other faiths 
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were not “anonymous Christians” who had an “implicit faith” in Christ, nor was 
the Christ of the Christian story actually at work within other religious tradi-
tions. Hick also did not believe that Jesus’ death had brought about a change in 
‘the steadfast love’ of God witnessed to by the Hebrew Bible. He therefore could 
not accept Karl Barth’s idea of an “all-inclusive election” brought about by Christ’s 
death (Barth 1956: 117), nor join in Pope John-Paul II’s vision that “every human 
being without any exception whatever has been redeemed by Christ” (John-Paul 
II 1979: para. 14). Hick thought that to make such claims for Christ and to stress 
his uniqueness as God incarnate placed Christianity too far apart from other reli-
gions, and implied an absoluteness to Christian truth that inevitably diminished 
the claims of all other religions.

hick’s interpretation of the incarnation 
as myth or metaphor

Hick therefore came to re-evaluate fundamental Christian doctrines. At fi rst he 
spoke of Th e Myth of God Incarnate (1977). Later and more helpfully he talked of 
Th e Metaphor of God Incarnate (1993). He adopted these views not only because 
of his awareness of the non-Christian religions, but also because he felt that a 
literal doctrine of the Incarnation was both internally incoherent and also false 
to the New Testament evidence. He noted that although Christian orthodoxy had 
affi  rmed the doctrine of the Incarnation, every attempt to ‘explain’ in what sense 
Jesus was simultaneously divine and human had been declared heretical. Th is is 
also true today. No modern account of how the Incarnation should be under-
stood has ever won general acceptance. Hick concluded that the reason this had 
happened was because the doctrine of the Incarnation was not a propositional 
statement awaiting clarifi cation, but a metaphor inviting a response. Hick noted 
also that virtually all New Testament scholars reject the authenticity of the “I am” 
sayings of the Gospels and assume that the historical Jesus had no awareness of 
being divine. If this is so, Hick argued, then Christianity should cease to make 
ontological claims about Jesus and instead should accept that Jesus embodied 
God’s love to us in the same true but metaphorical sense as, for example, Churchill 
embodied the British will to resist the Nazis.

the pluralist hypothesis

Hick believed that, by seeing the Incarnation of Christ as a myth or metaphor, 
Christians are better able to see God at work in other lives and in other reli-
gious traditions. Th is became part of his most controversial hypothesis: ‘religious 
pluralism’. At fi rst, on the basis of his Birmingham experience, Hick claimed that 
‘God has many names’, this being the title of a book he published in 1980. But 
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aft er encountering Advaitic Hinduism in India and Buddhism in Sri Lanka and 
Japan, he felt that the word ‘God’ was too closely identifi ed with Christianity 
and so he spoke of ‘Th e Real’ instead. Th is was developed initially in Problems of 
Religious Pluralism (1985), but was then systematically worked out in his Giff ord 
Lectures, An Interpretation of Religion (1989), for which he received the prestig-
ious Grawemeyer Award for signifi cant new religious thinking.

Th e essence of Hick’s philosophy of religious pluralism is that all religions are 
human responses to a single transcendent Reality. He was convinced that this 
Reality is objectively real. Hick believed that it would be fatal to religion if a non-
realist understanding of religious discourse were to become normative. However, 
while the religious experience of humanity may enable believers to affi  rm the 
existence of transcendent Reality, they cannot with the same certainty endorse 
what particular traditions say concerning it. Th is is because what each tradition 
affi  rms is always bound up with its overall worldview and understanding. Hence 
each religion endorses a ‘persona’ or ‘impersona’ of the Real. Within each trad-
ition this is the lens through which the Real may be seen. Dialogue may help 
bring people together and philosophy of religion may clarify understanding. But 
Hick believed that we are simply not in a position to argue that any one religious 
tradition should be normative for all. What can be said is that each of the great 
religious traditions seem capable of leading to human fulfi lment and producing a 
sanctity in which selfi shness is overcome and ultimate reality can be encountered 
and experienced.

the new frontier of religion and science

In his mid-eighties, Hick produced a new magnum opus that wrestled with a topic 
he had come to see as the central issue of the day. We have already noted that reli-
gious experience is foundational to Hick’s whole approach. But can we legitimately 
attach authority to such experiences if they are thought of as simply by-prod-
ucts of chemical and electrical activities within our brains? Within philosophy 
the relationship between brain and mind has been debated for centuries and from 
his earliest writings Hick had recognized the importance of such issues. In 1972 
he had delivered the Eddington Memorial Lecture on Biology and the Soul, much 
of which reappeared in his Death and Eternal Life. However, Hick became aware 
that the issue was even more important to religious discussion in the twenty-fi rst 
century because of the ability of neuroscience to show which parts of the brain 
are associated with religious experience or meditational practice. Forty years ago, 
although brain–mind identity was already championed by many philosophers, 
neuroscientists tended to support a dualist understanding. For example, Sir John 
Eccles, who was awarded the Nobel Prize for his experimental work on the brain, 
responded to Gilbert Ryle’s Concept of Mind with the assertion that “[T]he brain 
is just the kind of machine a ghost could operate” and that “those who hold the 
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materialist philosophy show a complete misunderstanding of the working of the 
brain” (Eccles 1970: 115, 127). However, Eccles’ successors, writing toward the 
end of the twentieth century, were much more likely to assume that the mind is 
simply a way of talking about the brain, or at most that the mind is an epiphenom-
enon of brain processes. Th eir works have exerted a strong infl uence on contem-
porary thinking about the mind. Hick attempted to show, however, that materialist 
conclusions go beyond the evidence. He demonstrated, through a close reading 
of the latest research, that the evidence points to correlation rather than identity. 
It is true that our mental, emotional and religious life is intimately connected 
with brain processes and other bodily states, but the reverse is equally true. Our 
thoughts, feelings, religious experiences and beliefs also aff ect our bodily states. 
Moreover, neuroscientists do not in practice believe that their own creative theo-
rizing is simply the product of physical happenings within their brains. All wish 
to be taken seriously as conscious agents making out a rational case for physical 
determinism. Th e paradox is that a rational case can only be made if physical 
determinism is not true, and hence the argument for physical determinism is of 
necessity self-refuting.

Th e New Frontier of Religion and Science also provides a fascinating overview 
of the whole of Hick’s religious and philosophical convictions and the way his 
thinking has broadened and developed through a lifetime of reading and debating. 
It provides a justifi cation for belief in transcendent reality drawing on the religious 
experience of humanity as a whole, and shows how much more convincing such 
an approach is than one that draws solely on the resources of a single religious 
tradition.

why hick’s philosophy is important

Th e importance of Hick’s work lies in the fact that in the second half of the twen-
tieth century his writings shaped the debates on some of the most vital questions 
in the philosophy of mind, philosophy of religion, Christian theology and the 
study of religion. His philosophical and religious writings have generated more 
than fi ft y doctoral dissertations and at least thirty-eight books, including works 
in German, French, Turkish, Chinese and Japanese. Hick’s thought has also been 
much discussed in journal articles and in the writings of other scholars. Th is does 
not mean that his writings have gained general assent, for they have generated 
at least as much opposition as agreement. Nevertheless, Hick repeatedly set the 
agenda for philosophy of religion in his time. One reason for this is that Hick 
has focused on genuinely important questions: the challenge to faith posed by 
the theology and falsifi cation debate of the early 1950s; the problem of how one 
can continue to justify belief in God in the face of the horrendous evils of the 
twentieth century; the credibility of believing in life aft er death; the challenge to 
Christian theology of taking seriously the religious experiences of people of other 
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faiths; and the challenge to religious experience posed by the fi ndings of contem-
porary neuroscience. To each of these fi ve issues Hick has responded by producing 
a major scholarly monograph providing a comprehensive survey of the debate and 
making an original contribution to it. Th ese have been supported by a range of 
shorter secondary works that Hick wrote to popularize his conclusions. He has 
also written student textbooks and encyclopaedia entries, and gladly contributed 
chapters to edited collections. He is also an enthusiastic conference-goer and has 
generously accepted invitations to expound his views at universities all over the 
world. Further, Hick is an extremely clear writer whose arguments can readily be 
understood. On top of all this, Hick is a person for whom the various debates in 
the philosophy of religion are existentially real, and although there is considerable 
consistency in his writings, he does not hesitate to change his position in the light 
of fresh evidence and fresh experience.

Th e importance of Hick’s early writings has been widely recognized. His 
concepts of ‘epistemic distance’ and ‘experiencing-as’ are generally seen as helpful 
additions to philosophical thought, while his theodicy is probably the most widely 
discussed of all attempted ‘solutions’ to the problem of evil. Hick’s more spec-
ulative investigations into eternal life have been less infl uential and the ‘replica 
theory’ is more oft en criticized than affi  rmed. On the other hand, Hick’s convic-
tion that the ‘cosmic optimism’ of the worlds’ religions depends on belief in a fi nal 
end-state of ultimate value remains highly infl uential.

Hick’s reinterpretation of the doctrine of the Incarnation has been largely 
rejected by the churches. In part this rejection was based on a misunderstanding 
of Hick’s position and in part on his unfortunate initial choice of the word ‘myth’ 
to describe his position. His later and fuller exposition of his position made it 
clear that he did not ‘deny’ the incarnation, but instead suggested that it be under-
stood as a metaphorical rather than a propositional claim. Likewise, Hick’s theory 
of religious pluralism has been more oft en condemned than accepted by faith 
communities. Th e theory is persistently caricatured as affi  rming that all religions 
are the same. Th is is certainly something Hick never taught. Instead, his theory 
of religious pluralism consistently sought to explain the diff erences between and 
within religious traditions as deriving from diff erent traditions and worldviews, 
while at the same time affi  rming that each of them was derived from diff erent 
human responses to the one divine Reality. For Hick, the existential truth of his 
theory was rooted in his conviction that while his own experience of ultimate 
reality had initially been interpreted within the narrow framework of evangelical 
fundamentalism, the reality of his experience was not dependent on that inter-
pretation. On the contrary, Hick’s belief that he had truly encountered ultimate 
reality remained crucial to his thinking as his refl ection and life-experience broad-
ened out the perspectives of his understanding.

Hick’s importance as a philosophical thinker is also illustrated by his lifelong 
wrestling with issues of personal identity and the mind–body problem. His own 
contribution demonstrated the possibility of accepting everything that modern 
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science has discovered about the intimate relationship between brain processes 
and mental events without ruling out the ultimate independence of the mind and 
the possibility of a future existence beyond our present embodiment.

One theme that consistently runs through Hick’s philosophy is his engagement 
with religious epistemology. How can we legitimately assess religious claims? Th is 
issue was as central to Faith and Knowledge in 1957 as it was to Th e New Frontier 
of Religion and Science in 2006. Hick’s position is one of critical realism. He has 
never embraced the kind of postmodernism that thinks that each discipline can 
engage in its own ‘language-game’, and he insists that claimed religious truths 
must be capable of being brought into a relationship with scientifi c understanding 
and philosophical awareness. Th e clearest exposition of this comes in his essay on 
“Realism versus Non-Realism” in Joseph Runzo’s edited work Is God Real? (Runzo 
1993), in which Hick illustrates the gulf between his position and that of scholars 
such as Don Cupitt or D. Z. Phillips. It is also signifi cant that, in struggling to fi nd 
a word for that transcendent reality that Christians experience as ‘God’ that would 
be acceptable to people of non-theistic religions, Hick chose the term ‘the Real’, 
thus affi  rming his conviction that the diverse religious experiences and philosoph-
ical traditions of humanity represent diff erent human responses to the one ulti-
mate reality.
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20
mary daly

Anne-Marie Korte

‘If God is male, then the male is god’. With this maxim, launched in the 1970s, 
American theologian and philosopher Mary Daly (b. 1928) opened an unsettling 
debate in the old disciplines of theology and philosophy of religion. Her book 
Beyond God the Father (1973), written on the back of the second wave of feminism 
in the Western world, immediately caused a great stir. It marked the start of 
feminist theology as an infl uential political and intellectual movement in churches 
and universities. In her writings Daly sagaciously exposed the patriarchal char-
acter and interest of Christian theological refl ection and soon her name became a 
byword for feminist criticism of religion. Th e intellectual travels into ‘metapatria-
chal’ space and time that Daly subsequently undertook, reported in thick books 
full of sharp observations and hilarious wordplay, confi rmed her radical feminist 
reputation, as did the controversies she evoked by keeping male students out of 
her classes in university for more than thirty years. Less well known is that her 
feminist stance also brought her to an original rethinking of the concepts of the 
subject, language and God in relation to each other, focused on the idea of ‘conta-
gious transcendence’.

pursuing the highest ambitions

Mary Daly was born on 16 October 1928 in Schenectady, New York, as the only 
child of a middle-aged Irish couple.1 She grew up in an enclosed lower-class 
Roman Catholic milieu. In the female line of her family, tales of the migra-
tion from Ireland due to the famine and of survival in hard circumstances were 

 1. Daly published a very detailed intellectual autobiography: see Daly (1992). She also 
provided biographical information in the famous new introductions she added to the 
republications of her fi rst four books.
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still very present during her youth. Her father was a travelling salesman selling 
ice cream freezers, which meant that the family could not count on a regular 
income. Against this background, having a good education – a treasure that both 
her parents had been denied – became Daly’s driving force. Being an excellent 
student in school, she wanted to become a ‘writer’, a rather unspecifi ed ideal of 
living an intellectual life that lured many gift ed young women before the second 
wave of feminism in the 1960s started to off er them more concrete professional 
prospects.

Building a career as a female scholar was therefore beyond Daly’s scope, but 
being educated in Roman Catholic schools, she was deeply impressed as well as 
inspired by her female teachers, all nuns who had higher educations. Following 
their example – but without intending to be a nun herself – she went to study 
at the College of St Rose in Albany, New York, a private liberal arts college for 
women founded in 1920 by Roman Catholic Sisters. Although seriously inter-
ested in the study of philosophy, for practical reasons Daly could only obtain 
a BA in English there, which was then followed by an MA in English at the 
Catholic University of America in Washington, DC. Th ese were the fi rst two of 
seven ‘Catholic’ academic degrees that Daly would be awarded in twenty years 
of academic training, all obtained at the few Roman Catholic theological institu-
tions open to female students in the 1950s and 1960s, before the Second Vatican 
Council (1962–5) broadened this access.

In Daly’s case the fact that she came from a lower-class family and that her 
father died when she was still in college also infl uenced her academic prospects 
and choices. When Daly applied in 1952 to a new PhD course in religion espe-
cially for women at St Mary’s College in Notre Dame, Indiana, to her enormous 
relief the college’s president, the female poet Sister Madeleva, off ered her a schol-
arship as well as a teaching job. And so at the age of twenty-fi ve, Daly, trained in 
neo-scholastic philosophy and theology in only a short span of time, obtained 
her fi rst PhD in the very fi eld she had wanted to study. She immediately set out 
for a doctorate in philosophy at the University of Notre Dame, but was rejected. 
Female students were not permitted to follow regular programmes and obtain 
offi  cial Catholic degrees at Notre Dame. Daly accepted a teaching job in theology 
at a new Roman Catholic college in Brookline, Massachusetts, and took courses 
in philosophy and theology at Boston College and Harvard Divinity School. Here 
she attended the lectures of the theologian Paul Tillich and became acquainted 
with the existentialist philosophy of Simone de Beauvoir and Jean-Paul Sartre. 
Th is again strengthened her goal of living a life of the mind.

Convinced that to get the more interesting teaching jobs she needed to have 
‘sacred’ doctorates in theology and philosophy, Daly applied to the Catholic 
University of America to obtain the highest church-approved degrees in these 
disciplines. When her application was delayed several times and fi nally rejected, 
she applied for entrance to Roman Catholic theological faculties at state universi-
ties in Germany and Switzerland that legally could not exclude female students. In 
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1959 she was admitted to the Faculty of Th eology at the University of Fribourg (in 
Switzerland), a cantonal public university entrusted to the Dominican Order and 
allowed to grant canonical degrees in theology. Daly acquired a Swiss exchange 
student scholarship and a teaching job in a Junior Year Abroad programme. Under 
these conditions, and in the steady company of her mother, she stayed in Fribourg 
for seven years and gained four more grades, obtaining in the end both her theo-
logical (1963) and philosophical doctorate (1965).

the church and the second sex

In her later autobiographical writings Daly depicted Fribourg as a medieval 
storybook town steeped in traditional Roman Catholicism. But in fact her Swiss 
period was not backwards oriented at all, and Daly here laid the foundation 
for her whole future oeuvre. Her de facto marginalized position in Church and 
university as a non-European student, a Roman Catholic lay person and above 
all a young woman, off ered particular advantages for her intellectual develop-
ment. She could engage relatively easily in contemporary philosophy and liberal 
theology, for she was kept outside the Roman Catholic institutional hierarchy and 
did not stand under the pressure of its sanctions in case of deviation. Daly’s two 
neo-Th omistic dissertations, on Speculative Th eology and Natural Knowledge of 
God, refl ect this relative leeway. In these studies she gave, alongside fi rm neo-
scholastic reasoning, a remarkably strong and consistent voice to the ‘questions of 
modern people’. Compared to young European monk-theologians such as Edward 
Schillebeeckx and Johan Baptist Metz, who were engaged in similar studies at 
that time, Daly did not invest in elaborate reconciliations between neo-Th omism 
and Enlightenment philosophy, as they did (Metz 1962; Schillebeeckx 1964). She 
held on to classic Th omistic notions of God, reason and faith, and defended on 
this basis the premise that all human beings may have ‘inductive’ and ‘intuitive’ 
knowledge of God. At the same time she openly spoke for a new generation in the 
Western secularizing world: men and women who had a serious interest in reli-
gious matters but could not be inspired – or were even appalled – by traditional 
Christian language and argumentation. In the short version of her theological 
dissertation she discussed the meaning of theology for “men and women who are 
not members of the clerus” and she criticized the exclusion of women from higher 
theological education (Daly 1965).

Daly’s incipient interest in feminist issues grew rapidly in the exciting atmos-
phere of Roman Catholic modernization that accompanied the Second Vatican 
Council. She visited some sessions of this huge meeting of church leaders, gath-
ering in Rome at that time, and was fascinated as much by the ‘spirit of renewal’ as 
by the ‘patriarchal pomp’ that was shown there. In 1963 she signed a contract with 
a British publisher to write a book on Women and the Church. She was invited to 
do so aft er she had published a letter to the editor in a liberal Roman Catholic 
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journal in which she announced that women’s emancipation in the church was 
near at hand.

Daly’s Th e Church and the Second Sex, published in 1968, was a moderate and 
tentative book on gender equality in the Roman Catholic Church. In the fi rst part 
of this book Daly showed how deeply Christian history is tainted by a patriarchal 
bias against women. She argued that this “sexual prejudice” contradicts the essence 
of the Christian message. She conceived her own time as a period of pending 
renewal, and off ered in the second part of her book some “modest proposals” for 
change, envisioning a post-Vatican II Catholic Church that would transcend its 
“anachronistic features” and be transformed into “a higher and more adequately 
human social order”. In this order the hierarchical distinctions between clergy and 
laity and between men and women would be overcome, for they would be of no 
relevance any longer.

Th e title of her book made an obvious reference to Beauvoir’s famous Th e 
Second Sex (Beauvoir 1949). Beauvoir’s sharp and thorough analysis of the system-
atic subordination of women in Western society and culture had inspired as well 
as embarrassed Daly. She partly affi  rmed Beauvoir’s feminist criticism of Roman 
Catholicism, but against Beauvoir she argued that Christian faith itself bears the 
‘seeds of transcendence’ that make it possible to reform gender relations on a 
personal and institutional level. According to Daly, Christian faith is capable of 
furthering the emancipation of women, and we should therefore strive to achieve 
the full equality and “real partnership” of men and women in all segments and 
structures of church and society.

In Th e Church and the Second Sex Daly also addressed the internal theological 
roots of what she labelled ‘Christian antifeminism’: the concepts of God, revela-
tion, sin, incarnation and church that sustain and perpetuate androcentric views 
and practices. She remarked that “vague identifi cations of God with the male sex” 
abound in Christian theology, despite the paradox that this male God is consid-
ered to be above sex. “What can ‘masculine’ mean if predicated of a Being in 
which there is no sex?”, she wondered (Daly 1968: 181). She called on theologians 
to rethink notions such as God’s masculinity in relation to divine omnipotence, 
immutability and providence, and to come to a view of God and humanity that 
would not glorify the status quo any longer, a project that she herself would actu-
ally take up in the next fi ve years.

Although in Th e Church and the Second Sex Daly acknowledged that estab-
lished theological thinking produced a ‘built-in resistance’ to any social and eccle-
sial change that would favour women, in this phase of her feminist oeuvre she 
located the problem only on the level of ‘paradoxes’ and ‘inconsistencies’ that 
could and should be uncovered and overcome. She did not consider the political 
and psychological consequences of her ‘modest proposals’, such as the enormous 
threat to male privilege and power her suggestions actually entailed, and in this 
sense she was not prepared for the vehement reactions her book evoked, nor for 
the hostility it met in established academic and ecclesiastical circles.
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She fi nished the book aft er her return to the United States, where she had 
accepted a position as Assistant Professor in Th eology at the Jesuit-run Boston 
College. And the book, in Daly’s own well-known words, almost fi nished her 
(Daly 1975b: 11). In 1969 her two-year contract was not renewed because of the 
controversial content of Th e Church and the Second Sex. Her termination became 
a cause célèbre and prompted a number of protests at the college and across the 
country. Th e nationwide uproar led the College Board to change its view and Daly 
was granted promotion and tenure. She would stay at Boston College for over 
thirty years, until she was forcibly retired in 1999 owing to her persistent policy of 
restricting her women’s studies classes to female students.

beyond god the father

For Daly the rise of the women’s movement in the early 1970s meant a ‘spiritual 
revolution’. Th e fact that long-established forms of discrimination and misogyny 
were being openly addressed and countered by women’s own initiatives and organ-
izations was revelatory to her. She immediately took part in gatherings and actions 
of this movement and came out as a lesbian. In 1971 she headed a procession of 
women out of a service in Harvard Memorial Church in a symbolic exodus from 
patriarchal religion. Th e bonds of revolutionary sisterhood became her new eccle-
sial community, and from a reformist Roman Catholic she turned into a post-
Christian radical feminist.

Daly’s Beyond God the Father: Toward a Philosophy of Women’s Liberation, 
published in 1973, mirrors the fi rst step of this intellectual conversion. Th e origi-
nality of this book lies in the stances Daly took on two fronts simultaneously. By 
presenting a theological elaboration of the women’s movement as a spiritual revo-
lution she challenged established theological thinking as well as emerging radical 
feminist refl ection, neither of which were inclined to see a signifi cant connection 
between women’s emancipation and the concept of God. Daly argued that the 
feminist movement “is an ontological, spiritual revolution, pointing beyond the 
idolatries of sexist society and sparking creative action in and toward transcend-
ence. Th e becoming of women implies universal human becoming. It has every-
thing to do with the search for ultimate meaning and reality, which some would 
call God” (1973: 6).

As these formulations show, Daly founded her feminist theological project on 
Tillich’s ontological theology, in which Christian theology is elaborated in terms 
of existentialist philosophy (Tillich 1952, 1953-64, 1954, 1955c). Like Tillich, Daly 
correlated urgent existential questions and concerns with spiritual reality and 
theological meaning. She built on Tillich’s central concepts of God as the ground 
of being, human existence as defi ned by being versus non-being, and faith as exist-
ential courage, but she gave these concepts a profoundly diff erent meaning by 
connecting them to actual situations of feminist struggle and critique. Daly related 
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the ‘shock of non-being’ to the awareness of women’s inferior social position in 
Western culture and history and to the depth of their ‘non-being in patriarchy’. 
Resisting this non-being, or ‘female becoming’, is not a matter of confronting 
existential anxiety in general, but of the courage to be in the face of annihilation 
caused by the structural evil of patriarchy. According to Daly, “the courage to 
be is the key to the revelatory power of the feminist revolution” (Daly 1973: 24). 
Th is indispensable existential courage Daly defi ned as the courage to see and the 
courage to sin, seeing and breaking through the stereotypes and expectations of 
idealized femininity imposed on women.

Confronting sexism not only leads to radical critique of religiously sanctioned 
patriarchal power (“If God is male, then the male is god”; Daly 1973: 19), but also 
to a new redemptive naming of oneself, God, and the world. In patriarchal culture 
and history, Daly argued, ‘the power to name’ has been systematically denied to 
women and current language therefore needs to be ‘liberated, castrated and exor-
cised’, wrenched out of its destructive semantic context, to be able to refer to a 
new reality beyond sexism and institutionalized violence against women. Th is new 
naming of the self, God and the world from women’s perspective constitutes the 
becoming of women and reveals at the same time the continuous unfolding of 
God. Women’s ‘participation in being’ makes God, the ground of being, manifest 
in new ways. According to Daly, women experience ‘transcendence’ and ‘ultimate 
meaning’ in ways that go beyond the dominant images and oppositions with which 
God is perceived and defi ned, in particular beyond the ‘male reifi cation of God’. To 
underline the radical otherness of this hierophany Daly went further than Tillich 
and posited God not as the ground of being but as the dynamics of all being, ever 
unfolding and drawing creation toward itself by ‘contagious transcendence’. God 
as ‘Be-ing’ transcends and transforms creation as well as grounds and encompasses 
all being. Tillich’s ontological theology, in combination with Whitheadian process 
philosophy and the evolutionary thinking of Teilhard de Chardin, gave Daly the 
theological and philosophical framework to develop a radical feminist concept of 
God that did not simply oppose but incorporated and transformed theistic and 
transcendent aspects of God as elaborated in classic Christian theology.

Daly’s most original and famous proposal in Beyond God the Father concerns 
the conceptualization of God as Verb. She wrote:

Why indeed must ‘God’ be a noun? Why not a verb – the most active 
and dynamic of all? Hasn’t the naming of ‘God’ as noun been an act 
of murdering that dynamic Verb? And isn’t the Verb infi nitely more 
personal than a mere static noun? Th e anthropomorphic symbols for 
God may be intended to convey personality, but they fail to convey 
that God is Be-ing. Women now who are experiencing the shock of 
non-being and the surge of self-affi  rmation against this are inclined 
to perceive transcendence as the Verb in which we participate – live, 
move and have our being. (Ibid.: 33–4)
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In Daly’s concept of God as Verb the most characteristic aspects of her feminist 
theological project come together. Th is concept is informed by iconoclasm and 
kenosis, in a consistent refusal to objectify and to ‘gender’ God. But remytholo-
gization has also shaped this concept, because the idea of God is imaginatively 
connected to feminist struggle and critique without being linked to gender as 
such. Daly placed the capacity of naming, which she considered to be constitu-
tive for women’s becoming, at the heart of this concept. Th e founding concepts 
of Daly’s feminist theology of ‘naming oneself toward God’ and of God as ‘the 
unfolding Verb’ also echo the fi ndings of her initial neo-Th omistic studies into 
‘positive knowledge of God from creatures’ and the possibility of ‘natural know-
ledge of God’, and are based on the Th omistic threefold epistemology of the via 
negativa, the via positiva and the via eminentiae.

patriarchy as religion: the objectification of women

In Beyond God the Father Daly gave a feminist reinterpretation not only of the 
concept of God, but also of all the other main concepts of Christian systematic 
theology. Th is made her book instantaneously successful and created its lasting 
fame as the classic of feminist theology. Daly defi ned revelation, creation, sin, 
Incarnation, Trinity, redemption, church and the eschaton in the light of the 
process of female becoming and feminist naming, speaking for instance of 
‘Sisterhood as Anti-Church’ and of ‘Feminism as Final Cause’. She called this new 
interpretation ‘a feminist liberation of theology’. She explained that epistemologi-
cally this approach is double-edged, consisting of a paradoxical recognition of 
old, stereotypical and of new, liberative ways of perceiving women and everything 
that is associated with them. Th is diff erence between old and new understandings 
of women addresses the transition from women as object to women as subject of 
religious refl ection, which summarizes the political and philosophical agenda of 
Daly’s whole oeuvre. From Beauvoir, with whom Daly has been in debate during 
most of her life, she took over the feminist critique of woman as the ‘other’ of the 
hegemonic male subject of Western culture and history, and of Western culture 
and religion as permeated by the stereotyping of women and by their ‘objectifi ca-
tion’. Daly was particularly fascinated by Beauvoir’s thesis that in Western culture 
both romantic heterosexual love and religion (especially Roman Catholic piety) 
lure women to accept their status as ‘other’ in relation to men. Th e eff ect of both 
love and religion, Beauvoir claimed, is that women assent to become objects and 
betray their autonomy instead of “realizing their potential”. Deep veneration for 
divine men and masculine gods is women’s particular – and particularly disas-
trous – form of “bad faith” (Beauvoir 1949: II, 459–517).

Daly initially assumed that a revised form of Christian faith could counter and 
overcome this female form of bad faith. In Th e Church and the Second Sex and in 
Beyond God the Father she criticized Christian theology for its stereotyping and 
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objectifi cation of women, and presented a reformulated Christian theology that 
strongly focuses on women becoming subjects and striving for transcendence. 
Aft er openly stating her post-Christian position in 1975 (Daly 1975a), Daly began 
to elaborate Beauvoir’s critique of women’s ‘bad faith’ in a far more radical way. 
Instead of criticizing Christianity and other religions for their patriarchal char-
acter, Daly declared that patriarchy functions and legitimizes itself in the same 
way that religion does:

Patriarchy is itself the prevailing religion of the entire planet, and its 
essential message is necrophilia. All of the so-called religions legiti-
mating patriarchy are mere sects subsumed under its vast umbrella/
canopy. Th ey are essentially similar, despite the variations. All – from 
buddhism and hinduism to islam, judaism, christianity, to secular 
derivates such as freudianism, jungianism, marxism and maoism – 
are infrastructures of the edifi ce of patriarchy. All are erected as parts 
of the male’s shelter against anomie. And the symbolic message of all 
the sects of the religion that is patriarchy is this: Women are dreaded 
anomie. Consequently, women are the objects of male terror, the 
projected personifi cations of ‘Th e Enemy’, the real objects under attack 
in all the wars of patriarchy. (Daly 1978: 39)

Daly presented a further development of this analytical concept of patriarchy 
as a religion in her later works. She wrote of a ‘phallocratic belief system’ and 
a ‘universal religion of phallocracy’ that prevent both men and women from 
believing in women’s power and dignity. Th e results, according to Daly, are the 
persistent and worldwide objectifi cation of women. All of Daly’s later works, 
written aft er her ‘qualitative leap beyond patriarchal religion’ in 1975, are prima-
rily directed against this objectifi cation or ‘annihilation’ of women and dedicated 
to their ‘becoming’ beyond patriarchal religion and the religion of patriarchy.

post-christian feminist philosophy

When, during the 1970s, Th e Church and the Second Sex and Beyond God the 
Father received growing acclamation, their author had already set off  for a new 
and further journey. Daly no longer believed in the transformation of the Catholic 
Church or in the liberation of theology, and left  behind the entire system of myths, 
symbols, creeds and dogmas of Christianity. Th is system she now credited for 
having been her ‘springboard’ into ‘post-Christian time/space’, as she stated over 
and again in the series of new introductions and aft erwords that she added to 
the republications of her theological works. Th e addition of autobiographical 
comments to her earlier works became a trademark of Daly’s performance as post-
Christian feminist author. While this genre allowed Daly to explain and justify her 
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controversial choices, it off ered her readers the opportunity to relate her new and 
oft en fanciful ‘metapatriarchal intellectual travels’ to events and developments in 
Daly’s own life.

In 1975 confl icts again revolved around her position at Boston College. She was 
denied promotion to full professor, on the grounds that her publications to date 
had been too unscholarly and her academic work less than brilliant. Once more, 
national protests arose, and Daly was eventually granted promotion (Daly 1991: 
xiii–xxxv). But ongoing confrontations with the administrative powers and princi-
palities of academic institutions and organizations strengthened Daly to follow her 
autonomous course beyond ‘academentia’, as she came to call the academic world. 
She now openly took a radical feminist position, politically as well as scholarly: 
she affi  rmed women’s marginality within patriarchal society as a vantage point and 
urged women to claim their position as critical outsiders. She stated that for women 
concerned with philosophical and theological questions, building up a feminist 
tradition requires a radical choice: “[T]here has to be a shift  from ‘acceptable’ female 
deviance (characterized by triviality, diff useness, dependence upon others for self-
defi nition, low self-esteem, powerlessness) to deviance which may be unaccept-
able but which is acceptable to the self and is self-acceptance” (1975b: 50). She 
summoned women to “make the qualitative leap toward self-acceptable deviance 
as ludic cerebrator, questioner of everything, madwoman and witch” (ibid.: 50).

Daly’s subsequent series of thick books with playful titles, such as Gyn/Ecology 
(1978), Pure Lust (1984), Webster’s First New Intergalactic Wickedary of the English 
Language (1987), Outercourse (1992), Quintessence (1998) and Amazon Grace 
(2006), all obey this call. Although the tone and style of these later works diff er 
greatly from Daly’s earlier writings, they continue to refl ect the ‘passion for tran-
scendence’ that had led Daly to pursue the highest degrees of theology and phil-
osophy. Th e feminist ontology, anthropology and cosmology introduced and 
out lined in Beyond God the Father are taken up in these later works and devel-
oped into a “philosophy of what is most intimate and most ultimate”, formulated 
from the perspective of the ones who are excluded, ignored or violated by patri-
archal society and androcentric discourse. In particular, the necessity to acknow-
ledge, resist and undo the structural violence that is acted out worldwide against 
women is addressed in these later works. Daly in these books expanded her criti-
cal analyses to include genocide, militarism, nationalism, biotechnology and envi-
ronmental devastation, seeing them as parallel manifestations of the processes of 
rape and vivisection that characterize phallic culture. Th e fact that an incessant 
fi ght against the objectifi cation of “women and all sensitive beings” fi red her later 
oeuvre indicates that Daly’s post-Christian stance was primarily led by the urge 
to take pressing moral and political issues into account within philosophical dis-
course, rather than by a merely scientifi c or religious rejection of certain theologi-
cal concepts or suppositions.

As Daly’s later works show, the compa rison of patriarchy to religion, a radicali-
zation of Beauvoir’s existentialist-feminist concept of ‘bad faith’, not only off ered 
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a framework for analysing women’s victi mization and their compliance to these 
processes, but such a comparison also opened up strategies for resistance to and 
escape from patriarchy. It led Daly to design a ‘feminist faith’ that counters women’s 
objectifi cation and unconditionally affi  rms women’s autonomy, self-actualization 
and quest for transcendence. In Beyond God the Father, Daly had founded this 
faith in the declaration that feminism is an ontological movement and that the 
women’s revolution brings about participation in being and simultaneously the 
unfolding of God, “the Verb that has always more to say to us”. In her later books, 
Daly made this position more precise by showing that this participation in and 
unfolding of ‘Metabeing’ requires the use of a new language that makes it possible 
to “realize (one’s) transcendence”. According to Daly, feminist faith brings this 
about by way of meta-pherein, by the ‘spinning’ of metaphors that actively carry 
one from the state of objectifi cation and muteness to self-affi  rmative and creative 
being. For Daly this interpretation of feminist faith meant that almost all philo-
sophical and theological concepts she had used earlier to address the ‘becoming 
of women’, including her revised concepts of God as Be-ing and Verb, had to 
be replaced. Taking seriously Beauvoir’s fi nding that women have had neither 
a history nor a religion of their own, Daly reinvented feminist faith by decon-
structing patriarchal religious myths and imagery and reclaiming the fragments 
of women’s lost or suppressed religious heritage. Th e formulation of this feminist 
faith both shapes and is shaped by gynocentric language and hermeneutics, which 
Daly in her later books expressed in creative and steadily evolving newspeak. Her 
later books could be seen as monumental landmarks, a sort of virtual cathedral 
of ‘elemental faith’, as Daly came to designate this feminist faith. ‘Elemental’ here 
refers to all spiritual and material realities that have been attacked, suppressed, 
erased or annihilated by the ‘phallocra tic belief system’. “[O]ur struggle and quest 
concern Elemental participation in Be-ing. Our passion is for that which is most 
intimate and most ultimate, for depth and transcendence” (Daly 1984: vii).

from bad to better faith

In Daly’s Beyond God the Father, feminist criticism of religion was still insep-
arable from a dynamic interpretation of religious faith that supports feminism; 
these were like two sides of the same coin. Aft er her renouncement of Christianity, 
feminist criticism of religion and feminist religious faith became increasingly 
separate topics in her work. In the later works we fi nd a sharp distinction between 
‘bad’ and ‘good’ faith, between religion as an addiction (‘opium’) and religion 
as mystical experience (‘transcendence’), and between religion’s power to tempt 
women into total subjection versus its capacity to empower them as subjects.

To describe what she meant by such empowerment, Daly borrowed terminology 
from her study of theology and philosophy (subject–object, self–other, being–
non-being, being–Be-ing), as well as from popular psychology (power, energy, 
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centre, life, integrity, authenticity) and from her own, mythical female language 
(Hag, Crone, Spinster, Voyager, Witch, Goddess). Th e many equivalents Daly used 
show that her notion of subjectivity cannot simply be equated with self-determi-
nation (‘being independent’) or with autonomy (‘being free of foreign authority’). 
She speaks interchangeably of the Self, the subject, being, presence, awareness, 
soul, source, force, integrity, wholeness, strength and centring, while proving that 
this is not a given or a state of being. It must (still) be actualized, it is a matter of 
becoming. As becomes manifest in Gyn/Ecology, Daly’s point of departure is the 
lack of presence or the ‘fragmentation’ of the self. Women are obstructed from 
‘realizing’ their self. Among the obstacles are violence against women and ‘patri-
archal lies’, but Daly also mentions the lack of solidarity among women (violence 
among women, the token woman) and individual women’s inner fragmentation 
(“patriarchy’s presence in our own mind”). In Pure Lust Daly provided a more 
profound exploration of women’s lack of self-actualization and an enquiry into 
what constitutes and reinforces inner cohesion. She discussed three aspects of 
inner cohesion: consciousness, power and ‘lust/longing’, or, in other words, iden-
tifying one’s self, asserting the self and extending the self. Th ese aspects were dealt 
with in three major parts or ‘Spheres’ of Pure Lust, focusing on reason, passion 
and lust respectively. Daly also established a strong correlation between achieving 
inner cohesion and naming the self, the world and God.

In some respects, Daly’s approach in her later oeuvre resembles that of conti-
nental feminist philosophers such as Luce Irigaray, who aligned themselves with 
the post-structuralist attack on the dominant Western notion of the subject. Th is 
resemblance is evident in the importance assigned to the ‘revolution of discourse’: 
the use of deconstruction, deviant readings, diff erent semantic connotations and 
mimetic practices in order to establish and affi  rm oneself ‘as a woman’ (Irigaray 
1974, 1977, 1987). But unlike Irigaray and other continental feminist philosophers, 
Daly did not consider the unity and identity of the subject as something that is 
problematic as such. To her, rather, the main problem is the absence of focus and 
the lack of re-membering; she considered the moments when one experiences 
coherence and volume, or ‘the constitution of a self ’, to be ‘revelations’.

Daly’s later writings contain two diff erent and seemingly contradictory notions 
of subjectivity. In her criticism of patriarchy as religion, she argued that women need 
to construct an autonomous self. But what she actually does and achieves and calls 
for in her writings, while naming, punning and associating, constitute a dismantling 
of this modern notion of subjectivity. She sings and associates, speaks in diff erent 
voices, places herself outside any system, shows anger, pleasure and analytical 
depth, and draws on and cites Western theology, philosophy and mythology as 
well as contemporary culture; in so doing, she spins and weaves new tapestries of 
meaning. In so far as Daly identifi es and names her way of thinking, she provides 
images of the self as an intricate knot, consisting of many threads/links: a thinking, 
feeling, listening and naming entity, which both integrates and reaches out, is self-
supporting but also connected to others, and reshaped by them.
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In Quintessence (1998) Daly adds, in the same playful way, the dimensions of 
time, duration and exchange to these images of the self. Here, time is assigned a 
positive meaning in the sense that Daly sees it as the dimension of extension and 
realization, a dimension women have not yet claimed forcefully enough. Existence 
in time means more than endurance; it also means realizing volume, substance 
and continuity. Time not only ‘makes a diff erence’ in its historical positioning, but 
is also the medium through which we can extend in all directions, reach, stand 
out, connect, be transformed, in short, become more without losing our contours 
and hence our concreteness as well as our limitations. While many Western theo-
logians and philosophers have regarded time as a limiting factor at the level of the 
individual – time being directly linked to fi niteness and death – Daly seems to 
regard time as the dimension of transformation and (ex)change.

Daly posited a notion of subjectivity that resides in the tension between ‘being’ 
and ‘being more’. Th is tension does not arise from the shocking, distressing or 
‘impinging’ experience of fi niteness, individuality and exclusiveness, but from the 
‘unlocking’, affi  rmative experience of extension, participation and belonging. Daly 
derived this defi nition of subjectivity – which is not based on a modern, individu-
alist and androcentric opposition between autonomy and heteronomy – from pre-
modern Th omistic religious ontology. Th is religious ontology assumes that there 
are various degrees of fullness or intensity of being. An increase in intensity means 
that persons or things are more involved in an all-transcending or encompassing 
reality: the fullness and variety of all that is in God. In this view, the way a being 
actualizes herself (more) is not by resisting or avoiding this all-encompassing 
reality, but by opening herself up to this ‘contagious’ reality and knowing herself 
to be/come part of it. Th is pre-modern notion allowed Daly to defi ne agency, 
focus and inner cohesion from a feminist perspective without getting caught in 
the modern androcentric opposition between autonomy and heteronomy where 
the subject is represented as ‘the self in juxtaposition with the other’ and as ‘the 
self inferior or superior to the other’. Neo-scholastic theology therefore off ered 
her an alternative concept of subjectivity that is more suitable for understanding 
‘female becoming’.

evaluation

Daly has been a controversial theologian and philosopher of religion whose writ-
ings have received widely divergent reactions: she has shocked as well as thrilled 
many readers. Her works have been praised for their audacity and creativity, but 
they have also been sharply criticized for containing ahistoric and undiff eren-
tiating analyses of patriarchy and religion, and essentialist, dualistic and ‘white’ 
concepts of gender (e.g. Lorde 1984).

Daly has off ered a unique and important reconceptualization of God, 
culminating in her original proposals to speak of God as unfolding Verb and 
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of Metabeing as Metaphor in light of the feminist revolution and of female 
becoming. Characteristic of Daly is her attempt to reconceive God from a radical 
feminist perspective without turning to inclusive or female imagery to capture 
the ‘most ultimate and intimate reality’. Th is distinguishes her project from that 
of many feminist theologians who search for inclusive or female imagery of God 
by reinterpreting biblical texts (e.g. Trible 1978; Ruether 1983; Adler 1998), and 
also distinguishes it from the feminist spirituality movement, which encourages 
the identifi cation of the divine with the feminine (e.g. Starhawk 1979; Christ 1987, 
1997). Daly’s radical feminist critique of patriarchal culture and discourse and her 
passion for transcendence have made her very cautious of any objectifi cation of 
intimate and ultimate reality. Th is stance also distinguishes her from continental 
feminist philosophers such as Irigaray, who has given the concept of God a special 
place in her project of feminist cultural critique and the positioning of female 
subjectivity (Irigaray 1984, 1987). Where Irigaray imagines God as ‘horizontal’ 
or ‘sensible’ transcendence that grounds an ethics of sexual diff erence and mutual 
recognition of otherness, Daly envisages the divine as continuously evolving and 
contagious transcendence that evokes connectedness and solidarity between all 
that is fragile and being threatened. Remarkably, in Daly’s project the idea of God 
is not only unlimited but is also not related to limits, restrictions or any kind of 
alterity as seen from the perspective of ‘female becoming’, which shows the funda-
mental one-sidedness of this approach.

Finally, Daly’s project has found most recognition and innovative continua-
tion in the works of several American and British constructive theologians and 
feminist philosophers of religion (e.g. Keller 1986, 2003; Raphael 1996; Jantzen 
1998; Schneider 1998).
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jacques derrida

Kevin Hart

Jacques Derrida was born in 1930 in El-Biar near Algiers. He read Henri Bergson 
and Jean-Paul Sartre in philosophy class at the Lycée Gauthier in Algiers and then 
encountered Søren Kierkegaard and Martin Heidegger, the reading of whom 
pushed him to study philosophy rather than literature. In 1949 he moved to 
France, attending the Lycée Louis-le-Grand in Paris and then studied at the École 
Normale Supérieure (ENS), where he later taught for the fi rst twenty years of his 
career. Beginning philosophical life as a phenomenologist, he soon invented a 
post-phenomenological style of thinking he called ‘deconstruction’. Beginning in 
1966, with a visit to Johns Hopkins University, Derrida oft en spent several weeks 
each year teaching in the United States, most notably at Yale and the University 
of California, Irvine.

In 1980 Derrida successfully defended his these d’état at the Sorbonne, and in 
1983 served as the inaugural director of the Collège International de Philosophie 
while also moving from the ENS to the École des Hautes Études en Sciences 
Sociales. Th roughout the 1970s, 1980s and 1990s he travelled extensively, speaking 
in Africa, Australia, Europe, Israel, Latin America, Japan and the Soviet Union. A 
prolifi c writer, as well as a stylish one, his publications embrace questions of art, 
literature, politics, psychoanalysis and religion. He died of cancer in 2004.

Most contributions to the philosophy of religion in the twentieth century consist 
of attempts to develop a new position, or to criticize an old position, with respect 
to one or more inherited problems: the existence of God, the rationality of belief, 
the possibility of religious experience, the nature of religious language and so on. 
Although he has interesting things to say about belief, experience and language, 
Jacques Derrida does not fi t neatly into this model. He is an unusual philoso-
pher of standing in that, over a long and prolifi c career, he added very little to the 
standard repertoire of philosophical questions and answers. Th ere is no Derridean 
solution to the mind–body problem, for example, or a theory of truth to be associ-
ated with him, or a comprehensive account of human subjectivity that is peculiar 
to him. Almost all of his later work comprises responses to diverse invitations, 
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and shows him repeatedly putting into play the ideas that were formulated in his 
fi rst publications, Edmund Husserl’s “Origin of Geometry”: An Introduction (1962, 
trans. 1978) and Speech and Phenomena (1967, trans. 1973). Th is is not a matter of 
simply applying old ideas to new topics, since in his view those ideas do not exist 
independently of their contexts, their languages and the signatures of the authors 
whose texts provoke his engagement with them. Inevitably, then, one does not 
fi nd a systematic approach to any traditional problem in the volumes of Derrida’s 
writings. Yet one fi nds many essays, some of which are highly inventive, in which 
the notions we have come to associate with him – la diff érance, le supplément, la 
trace – are constantly redeployed in slightly diff erent ways in order to rethink the 
ideas that form the Western philosophical tradition.

At times Derrida says that deconstruction, the philosophical position for which 
he is known, is strictly neither a position nor philosophical. If ‘position’ means 
affi  rming a thesis about being, knowing, judging or acting that has been reached 
by a tried and tested method, then deconstruction is not a position. Rather, it is 
an ensemble of practices of close reading that reveal how philosophical motifs 
can be found, folded in unique ways, in Western writing from Plato to Paul Celan. 
Deconstruction “cannot be separated from performatives, from signatures, from a 
given language” (Derrida 1996: 217). And if ‘philosophical’ refers to motifs that are 
specifi c to philosophy understood as an inherited set of discourses – metaphysics, 
epistemology, logic and the rest – that turn on a relation with presence, then 
Derrida says that deconstruction is not philosophical. On the contrary, the task of 
deconstruction, as he saw it, is to question philosophy as a formal discourse, and 
to do so from a place, or non-place, that is neither inside nor outside philosophy 
as he conceives it. He calls this place or non-place la diff érance, by which he means 
a quasi-transcendental structure of diff ering and deferring that can be found to be 
at work in any form of inscription.

Of course, if one looks beyond Derrida’s general pronouncements on decon-
struction he can be seen to commend and defend various philosophical positions. 
Some are fi rst-order views (e.g. one should hold to refl ective rather than dogmatic 
faith). Others involve a subtle arrangement of fi rst- and second-order views: for 
example, he is a soft  antinomian with respect to law (maintaining that justice does 
not coincide with the law) and a non-cognitivist with respect to judgement (holding 
that there is no theoretical assurance that one has acted justly). So it can be seen that 
Derrida proposes various positions in the philosophy of religion, especially in the 
last twenty years of his writing life. Specifi cally of interest are the following views: 
that God, as understood within Christianity, is a metaphysical entity, one whose 
existence he cannot affi  rm; that the relation between religion and ethics is formally 
undecidable; that religion is not natural but that a certain religiosity is universal; 
that one can and should affi  rm a messianicity without reliance on any positive 
messianism; and that prayer presumes the possibility of God’s absence. If Derrida 
would deny that, in holding these views and supporting them with reasons, he was 
doing philosophy of religion, he would at least concede that he was participating in 
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philosophy, taken as a set of conventions, without fully belonging to it. In fact, one 
might say that Derrida not only contributed to the philosophy of religion but also 
extended its borders. In several essays on biblical texts, he introduces for our times 
a new subdiscipline we might call ‘philosophy and Scripture’ (see “Towers of Babel” 
in Derrida [2002], and “Of an Apocalyptic Tone Newly Adopted in Philosophy” 
in Derrida [1992]). More generally, he fi nds questions of religion and theology 
folded in areas where they are not usually expected. For instance, his account of 
translation involves consideration of what he calls a ‘theology of translation’, he 
traces the complex relation of writing and priestly authority, and his analysis of 
political authority points to a ‘mystic foundation’ (see Derrida 1979b, 2002, 2004). 
One might also point out that his study of the gift , most notably in Given Time I 
(1991, trans. 1992), has prompted theologians (John Milbank, in particular) and 
philosophers with a theological bent (Jean-Luc Marion, especially) to clarify the 
theological implications of gift  giving.

derrida’s general approach to philosophy

Before considering the views about religion that Derrida came to hold, it will 
be worthwhile to dwell on his general approach to philosophy. For his take on 
the discipline strongly infl uences how he regards religion and theology. Th ere 
are philosophical motifs, he contends, that can be found throughout Western 
discourse, even in subjects that appear unrelated to philosophy as it has been prac-
tised from Parmenides to Levinas. Literature and politics, history and art criticism, 
economics and theology, are all regulated by references to logos, morphe, nous, 
ousia and telos, among others. More generally, all Western discourse, including 
that of religion, is structured by what Derrida calls “the metaphysics of presence”. 
Accorded a far wider scope than is usual, “presence” has several dimensions: 
ontic (the temporal presence of beings), ontological (the determination of being 
as presence) and epistemological (a subject’s self-presence or presence to another 
subject). Derrida claims that all metaphysics is that of presence but that it does 
not form a homogeneous unity. His early work can be understood as showing how 
some moderns and contemporaries – Husserl, Foucault, Levinas, Lévi-Strauss and 
Saussure – seek to reform philosophy or leave its jurisdiction only to fi nd them-
selves still in the grip of some of its deepest assumptions, while other philoso-
phers, stalwart metaphysicians such as Plato and Hegel, off er glimpses of what 
exceeds the metaphysics of presence.

god and presence

Read quickly, the works of his fi rst maturity such as Of Grammatology (1967, trans. 
1997) and Writing and Diff erence (1967, trans. 1979) seem to identify God and 
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presence, and were this indeed the case he would be committed to the judgements 
that God is a metaphysical entity and that all discourse on God is metaphysical in 
his sense of the word. It is easy to point to textual evidence to support this view. 
For example, we read, “God is the name and the element of that which makes 
possible an absolutely pure and absolutely self-present self-knowledge” (Derrida 
1997a: 98). When examined closely, however, these early works say something 
quite diff erent. “Only infi nite being can reduce the diff erence in presence”, we are 
told. And then we hear a qualifi cation: “In that sense, the name of God, at least 
as it is pronounced within classical rationalism, is the name of indiff erence itself ” 
(ibid.: 71, emphasis added). Th at is, the name of God is metaphysical when and 
only when it is spoken within the terms of classical rationalism. Th e possibility 
is therefore opened that appeals to God need not be metaphysical, or at least not 
simply metaphysical.

Th is possibility of a non-metaphysical theology can be clarifi ed by looking 
at the word ‘onto-theology’, fi rst used by Immanuel Kant in the Critique of Pure 
Reason (A 631, B 659) but given a new sense by Heidegger in his “Th e Onto-
Th eo-Logical Constitution of Metaphysics”. For Heidegger, metaphysics has an 
onto-theo-logical structure, by which he means that it turns on an ambiguity 
that goes back to Aristotle’s defi nition of metaphysics as on hē on (Metaphysics 
1005a). On the one hand, metaphysics is the study of beings in general, ontology; 
while, on the other hand, it is the study of the most elevated or deepest ground 
of beings, the theion, in which case it is theiology. Notice that ‘theiology’ is not 
‘theology’: the latter word denotes a metaphysical enterprise when and only 
when it fi gures God as the highest or the lowest ground. Can God be construed 
as non-metaphysical in this sense? Derrida was doubtful that Christianity was 
able to do so, although he sometimes implied that the situation is diff erent in 
Judaism. Th ere is no doubt that he was fascinated by the possibility that apophatic 
or negative theologies – that is, theologies that deny, neutralize or suspend all 
the predications of God given by positive theologies – speak of a deity that is not 
metaphysical. Yet on his reading of Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite (see Vol. 
1, Ch. 20) and Meister Eckhart, the denial of the predicate of being to the deity 
always presumes a hyper-essential being. God would therefore be a metaphys-
ical entity, and talk of God would remain metaphysical, even if a partial decon-
struction has taken place. Meister Eckhart, for example, might be seen in his 
German homilies to have unravelled scholastic claims about God as the ground 
of being, and to affi  rm a faith of “wandering joy”, as Reiner Schürmann has it (see 
Eckhart 2001), while nonetheless remaining committed to certain assumptions of 
Neoplatonism.

Deconstruction should not be regarded as off ering an external or even an 
entirely hostile critique of religion in general and of Christianity in particular. 
It has a heritage that comes from Christianity and has roots in Jewish prophecy. 
Derrida freely admitted that ‘deconstruction’ refers not only to Heidegger’s 
‘Destruktion’ but also “to Luther’s destruuntur” (Derrida 2005: 33), the word that 
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the Reformer used in the Heidelberg Disputation (1518) to translate Paul’s citation 
of the Lord’s words, “I will destroy the wisdom of the wise” (1 Corinthians 1:19), 
a warning that is of course a citation from Isaiah 29:14. So deconstruction reaches 
an internal limit when dealing with Scripture. Also, it makes no claim to be able 
to reject claims of immediate religious experience. With Kierkegaard (see Vol. 4, 
Ch. 13), Derrida holds that faith exceeds philosophical categories. If grace is given 
to someone

in a way that is absolutely improbable, that is, exceeding any proof, in 
a unique experience, then deconstruction has no lever on this. And 
it should not have any lever. But once this grace, this given grace, is 
embodied in a discourse, in a community, in a church, in a religion, in 
a theology … then deconstruction, a deconstruction, may have some-
thing to say, something to do, but without questioning or suspecting 
the moment of grace. (Derrida 2005: 39)

One cannot deconstruct God, but only discourses about God; and this is one 
reason why Derrida is unable to say directly that he is an atheist.

negative theology and prayer

As early as 1968, when discussing his essay “Diff érance” at a meeting of the Societé 
Française de Philosophie, Derrida was faced with the objection that deconstruction 
is itself a mode of negative theology. Brice Parain observed that la diff érance “is the 
source of everything and one cannot know it: it is the God of negative theology” 
(Derrida 1985: 130). To which Derrida responded, “Diff erence [i.e. la diff érance] 
is not, it is not a being and it is not God” (ibid.: 132). Neither God nor la diff érance 
can be known since neither can be placed in a category. Yet whereas God tran-
scends the categories, existing a se and enjoying the status of absolute singularity, 
la diff érance is anterior to all categories and fails to coincide with itself. In Kantian 
terms we can say that God, for Derrida, is transcendent and transcendental, while 
la diff érance is transcendental but does not form a ground (that is, it is quasi-tran-
scendental). Th e same view is elaborated in detail in “How to Avoid Speaking” 
(1987, trans. 1989a), where Derrida off ers close readings of the accounts of the 
Good in Plato (see Vol. 1, Ch. 4) and God in Pseudo-Dionysius, Meister Eckhart 
and Heidegger. Th e essay proposes a matrix of ideas that enlivened Derrida’s later 
writing. Some of these, most importantly the nature of avoidance and denega-
tion, are drawn from writings of the same period: Of Spirit: Heidegger and the 
Question (1987, trans. 1989b) and “Desistance” (1986, trans. 1989c). Others – the 
uniqueness of the other, whether human or divine; the primacy of revealedness 
over revelation; and the impossibility of prayer being directed exclusively to God 
– are taken up in later pieces such as “Faith and Knowledge: Th e Two Sources of 
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‘Religion’ at the Limits of Reason Alone” (1996, trans. 1998) and the three essays 
collected in English translation in On the Name (1995a).

Of particular interest in “How to Avoid Speaking”, both in itself and for his later 
thought, is Derrida’s reading of the prayer that opens Pseudo-Dionysius’ Mystical 
Th eology. Derrida works with the assumption that prayer must be a pure inven-
tion each time and must take place in a moment of full presence, in the silent 
communion of soul and God, and not be contaminated by codes and repetition. 
He distinguishes two traits in the opening prayer: (i) an address to the other as 
other, and (ii) an encomium to the Trinity. Th e encomium is needed for the prayer 
to be directed to the Christian God, and yet this very determination compromises 
the purity of the prayer: the other is no longer wholly other but has been fashioned 
by concepts and metaphors, by codes and scripts. Derrida then notes that, aft er 
praying, Pseudo-Dionysius quotes his prayer in addressing the person to whom 
his treatise is dedicated, Timothy. Th e prayer, the quotation of the prayer, and the 
apostrophe to Timothy all presume the possibility of repetition. Indeed, as soon 
as the prayer is verbalized, even silently, it is diverted from its unique and singular 
addressee, and the moment of pure communion with God has been divided. So 
prayer cannot be insulated in a singular moment of full presence; it is always and 
already subject to mechanical repetition.

A common-sense objection to this argument is that there is no need to make 
the assumptions that Derrida does: that prayer must be singular and unrepeatable, 
and that, for a prayer to be authentic, only God should be able to receive it. Th e 
very model of prayer for Christians is the “Our Father,” which the faithful believe 
to have been given by Jesus himself. Each time one prays the “Our Father” one 
is repeating it, and in church and at prayer meetings many others will certainly 
overhear it. Of course, the prayer is to be said with attention, both to the words 
and to the addressee, and in that sense it is said freshly each time it is said prop-
erly. Th is stress on attention when reciting a formula generates a weaker version 
of Derrida’s original conclusion. And in a later conversation on prayer he endorses 
this weaker version: “each time I pray, I must imply ‘I am diff erent.’ It’s a diff erent 
prayer, it’s new, I don’t simply repeat like a recording, I am not just repeating 
the prayer I’ve learned or rituals” (Derrida et al. 2001: 67). So authentic prayer 
involves both an inevitable reference to codes and an attempt at complete fresh-
ness in addressing the deity. Th e weaker account is more convincing than the 
stronger. Even so, one might demur over Derrida’s highly Romantic suggestion 
that a prayer is “a poem. A prayer is a language that you have to invent” (ibid.). 
Few prayers are linguistically inventive, and there is a powerful tradition, best 
represented by Samuel Johnson, that argues that such invention is both impossible 
and undesirable. “Man admitted to implore the mercy of his Creator and plead 
the merits of his Redeemer is already in a higher state than poetry can confer” 
(Johnson 1905: vol. 1, 291). One’s recitation of a prayer might be inventive, in the 
sense that an attempt is made to read the words as though they are spoken for the 
fi rst time, thereby responding to the awe of addressing one’s maker, or meditating 
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on the words in a singular manner over the course of a long period. Even so, one 
might object that Derrida takes insuffi  cient account of the passivity of the subject 
in the higher reaches of prayer. One does not always strive to prove one’s sincerity 
to God; sometimes one simply places oneself at God’s disposal.

Needless to say, Derrida would reply that this theology of contemplative prayer 
ascribes full presence to God. Now a believer might respond in either or both 
of two ways without thereby disagreeing with Derrida’s central contention about 
the metaphysics of presence. Either one can affi  rm this divine presence, and say 
that although writing divides all representations it can no more determine the 
deity’s reality than it can any person’s. No quasi-transcendental structure of repeti-
tion gives us the right to restrict the ontic or ontological population of reality, as 
Derrida himself admits. Or one can say that this presence does not function as a 
ground in any ontic, ontological or epistemological way. One loves God in a mode 
without mode (modus, sine modo), it will be said, referring to a patristic common-
place that Bernard of Clairvaux (see Vol. 2, Ch. 9) popularized in De deligendo Deo 
(On loving God) 1.1, and this love precedes philosophical constructions. Both 
responses would tend to assimilate deconstruction to a religious attitude, icono-
clasm, rather than set it against religious belief as such. Of course, this sort of 
general agreement with Derrida’s case against the metaphysics of presence does 
not oblige anyone also to agree with his specifi c claims about God, faith, revela-
tion or prayer.

Let us stay with prayer. “Th e possibility that God remains eternally absent, that 
there might be no addressee at the other end of my prayer is the condition of the 
prayer”, he insists (Derrida et al. 2001: 63). Th e view is rephrased a little later: “the 
possibility for Him not to listen to, not to respond to His name, is included in the 
essence of the prayer” (ibid.). One might accept Derrida’s claim that each prayer 
is a call but not accept either conclusion that he draws from it: that the call might 
have no addressee, and that the call might not be answered. A believer will be 
reconciled in faith to the possibility that God might not answer his or her prayer 
in the terms of the petition. But no believer will pray in the belief that the prayer 
might not be heard at all. Th e soldier who supposedly prayed before the battle 
of Blenheim, “O God, if there be a God, save my soul, if I have a soul!” is a not 
a model that any believer can take seriously. It is true that one can write a poem 
that mentions the name of God without ever intending to use it. Jules Supervielle 
begins his “Prière à l’inconnu” as follows: “Voilà que je me suprends à t’adresser 
la parole, / Mon Dieu, moi qui ne sais encore si tu existes” (And so it is that I 
fi nd myself addressing a word to you, / My God, I who does not yet know if you 
exist) (Supervielle 1996: 363, my trans.). Yet no one can pray in adoration or with 
a burning petition without intending to use the word ‘God’ rather than mention 
it. Derrida says, “there should be a moment of atheism in the prayer” (Derrida 
et al. 2001: 63), and it must seem that way to a non-believer who, aft er all, sees a 
prayer in terms of a risk that one might be fooled into asserting the existence of 
an addressee. For a believer, however, who enjoys a settled belief in God, a more 
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appropriate claim would be that ‘there should be a moment of iconoclasm in the 
prayer’. Belief in God does not come with deductive knowledge of what God is, 
and one’s inherited images of the deity are certainly open to doubt.

derrida’s philosophy of religion

Most of Derrida’s work in the philosophy of religion in the latter part of his 
writing life is done with reference to Kant, Kierkegaard, Heidegger and Levinas. 
A Kierkegaardian accent can be heard in the way in which he assimilates prayer 
to risk, and in general it must be said that Protestant emphases can be felt more 
powerfully than Catholic ones in his views of prayer and belief. If Augustine (see 
Vol. 1, Ch. 18) impinges on his thought, as he does before and aft er “Circumfession” 
(1991, trans. 1993), it is chiefl y the Confessions, not the studies of grace and the 
Trinity, and there is no evidence of a serious or prolonged engagement with 
Anselm or Aquinas. In general, as Derrida says in “Faith and Knowledge”, his 
position derives from an attempt to revamp Kant’s Religion within the Boundaries 
of Mere Reason (1793). Th e rational religion that Derrida advocates is linked to 
republican ideals: not a state that can be inspected now or at any given time in the 
future but a “democracy to come,” that is, all the sum of all possibilities that the 
idea of democracy contains within itself and that can be drawn upon by an endless 
desire for justice (which Derrida sharply distinguishes from right). No ecclesial 
structures or priestly rituals will characterize this rational religion. Nor will it be 
a natural religion. Instead, it will turn on a “universalizable culture of singulari-
ties” (Derrida 1998: 18). Each person is regarded as being absolutely singular and 
therefore holy, and my relation with the other person is predicated on the other’s 
faith in me.

Th is natural faith, as we might call it in order to distinguish it from supernat-
ural faith, is what Derrida calls ‘croyance’ in “Faith and Knowledge” (§§10–11, 
32, 43). Th at society presumes a faith other than that infused by God for ordi-
nary commerce to take place is not a new idea. In Christian theology it goes back 
at least to Aquinas (see Vol. 2, Ch. 13), who discusses it in his Commentary on 
Boethius’ De Trinitate (q. III, art. 1.3). Yet Derrida will resist the claim that croyance 
is natural, insisting that it is social. Nor is it restricted to the sphere of the human, 
for animals also exhibit faith in one another. A culture of singularities would 
not be universal in that it bespeaks a communitarian fusion. Not at all: a diff er-
ence between myself and the other person is always retained by dint of the quasi-
transcendental priority of la diff érance (or, as he calls it from time in time in his 
later works, khora). Nonetheless, this structure impinges on anyone and everyone, 
and in that sense it is universal. Th e universality of la diff érance distinguishes it 
from belief in any messianism such as one fi nds in the Abrahamic religions. On 
the contrary, Derrida argues that la diff érance is itself a structure of messianicity 
that, being prior to any historical revelation, is free from all positive messianism 
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and does not depend on any; and it is this structure that marks the affi  rmation of 
a new religion elaborated at the limits of reason alone. Although Derrida holds to 
the word ‘religion’, it might be more accurate to call what he affi  rms to be ‘religi-
osity’, although even this might be more than is strictly warranted by his minimal 
philosophical faith. For as we shall see, Derrida’s new version of Kant’s Religion 
within the Limits of Reason Alone does not admit a sharp distinction between reli-
gion and ethics.

Before turning to that important issue, however, something should be said 
about ‘religion’. As Derrida notes, the word comes from the Latin religio, and he 
observes that Latinity has been globalized, and that the word ‘religion’ has devel-
oped a power to incorporate all manner of things in it that once had little or 
nothing to do with it. In “Faith and Knowledge” he calls this process mondialat-
inisation (globalatinization). Its power derives from an alliance of Christianity 
(especially in its North American formations), capitalism and tele-technology. 
Today ‘religion’, an English word “that has been to Rome and taken a detour to 
the United States” (Derrida 1998: 29), imposes itself in world politics in an impe-
rial manner. Derrida detects a double bind in this globalatinization. On the one 
hand, it “produces, weds, exploits the capital and knowledge of tele-mediatization”, 
while, on the other hand, “it reacts immediately, simultaneously, declaring war 
against that which gives it this new power” (ibid.: 46). Religion today immunizes 
itself against tele-technology while destroying its own immune system. Such is the 
strange logic of all messianisms – Christian, Jewish and Islamic – he thinks, and 
hence the need to listen again to Kant and refi gure his thought for our own times. 
In doing so we would once again protect ourselves, as rational agents, from fanati-
cism in all its forms. Th ere is no doubt in his mind that positive messianisms can 
lead to fanaticism, and wanting to protect justice for all he commends what he 
calls ‘messianicity without messianism’.

Th is messianicity is, Derrida says, “the opening to the future or to the coming of 
the other as the advent of justice, but without horizon of expectation and without 
prophetic prefi guration” (ibid.: 17). No positive revelation is assumed here. 
Following Kant, Derrida affi  rms refl ective over dogmatic faith; and, borrowing 
Heidegger’s distinction between Off enbarung and Off enbarkeit, revelation and 
revealedness, he asserts the priority of the latter. Two things are odd about this 
assertion. In the fi rst place, Derrida translates Off enbarkeit as ‘révélabilité’ or 
‘revealability’, thereby giving the word a transcendental twist that it does not have 
in the original German. And in the second place, although Derrida recognizes 
that Off enbarung and Off enbarkeit arrange themselves in the form of an aporia, 
and insists that an aporia must always be negotiated, there is no negotiation, no 
attempt to fi nd, as he said earlier in Politics of Friendship, “a structure of experi-
ence in which the two poles of the alternative cease to oppose one another to form 
another node, another ‘logic’, another ‘chronology’, another history, another rela-
tion to the order of orders” (1997b: 25 n.26). Instead of pondering what would 
happen if Off enbarung were prized over Off enbarkeit – if revelation were to reveal 
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the possibility of revealedness or the capacity to receive revelation – Derrida 
affi  rms the priority of Off enbarkeit and thereby prizes the methodological priority 
of human categories over the act of divine self-communication. His new rational 
religion can therefore be seen by Christian eyes to continue the liberal Protestant 
tradition that looks back to Kant and Schleiermacher (see Vol. 4, Ch. 3), and to 
oppose the post-liberal tradition that draws inspiration from Karl Barth and Hans 
Urs von Balthasar. Unlike liberal Protestantism, however, messianicity without 
messianism has no Christology and no doctrine of God. While it is possible to 
conceive some philosophers fi nding the position attractive, it is impossible to 
imagine anyone actually being religiously converted to it.

In Th e Gift  of Death (1992, trans. 1995) Derrida assimilates his position on 
religion to several major currents of modern philosophy. Th e general view is an 
attempt to think religion without “the event of a revelation or the revelation of an 
event” (Derrida 1995b: 49). Philosophers who support this view in diff erent ways 
include Kant and Hegel, Kierkegaard and Heidegger; and, in our own times, we can 
add to their number Levinas and Patočka, Ricoeur and Marion. Th ey all belong, 
Derrida says, to a tradition “that consists of proposing a non-dogmatic doublet 
of dogma, a philosophical and metaphysical doublet, in any case a thinking that 
‘repeats’ the possibility of religion without religion” (ibid.). Perhaps the fi rst thing 
to say about this “non-dogmatic doublet” is that it is not restricted to modern 
philosophy. Attempts to cash out the truths of religion in terms of philosophy 
can be found in antiquity and the medieval ages: generations of Platonists main-
tained that the One could be reached by dialectic, while Ibn-Rushd (Averroes; see 
Vol. 2, Ch. 10) argued that the one truth can be approached from various direc-
tions, including the philosophical. By the same token, a quest for a non-dogmatic 
interpretation of religion has been a concern of modern theology. Karl Rahner, 
for one, argues that “transcendental experience” yields “experience of transcend-
ence” which is a vague, unthematic (and therefore non-dogmatic) experience of 
God (see Rahner 1982: 20). More surprising is that Derrida secures non-dogmatic 
religion at the cost of its being metaphysical, and makes no remark, as one would 
expect, that this metaphysics needs to be brought under critique. It might be noted 
that many philosophers, from Aristotle to Kant to contemporary modal logicians, 
take possibility to be a metaphysical notion, although, to be sure, there are alter-
natives. Husserl does not regard eidetic possibility as metaphysical, and Derrida 
claims that possibility, as he uses the word, is internally divided and therefore not 
metaphysical (see Derrida 1998: 49). And fi nally, it should be kept in mind that 
not all the philosophers that Derrida names construe religion without religion 
by way of the primacy of ethics, as he does and as Kant and Levinas do. Marion, 
for instance, could be seen to secure the content of the Christian faith as eidetic 
possibility.

Th e ethics at issue in Derrida’s own understanding of religion without reli-
gion is not that developed by Kant but is a modifi ed version of the ethics elabo-
rated by Levinas. Th ere is no recourse to a universal moral law but an appeal 
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to my responsibility for the other person: Derrida takes this from his sustained 
engagement with Levinas. Yet there is no responsibility without the risk of irre-
sponsibility: Derrida draws this from his reading of Kierkegaard. In fact, Derrida’s 
most intriguing comments on ethics and religion turn on his attempt to make 
Kierkegaard and Levinas converse with one another, and once again we are 
reminded that Derrida tends to do philosophy by way of the history of phil-
osophy. What Kierkegaard and Levinas have in common is that “Neither one nor 
the other can assure himself of a concept of the ethical and of the religious that 
is of consequence; and consequently they are especially unable to determine the 
limit between these two orders” (Derrida 1995b: 84). If so, this would be a diffi  -
culty for each of them. Let us see why.

Kierkegaard’s thought turns on a distinction between the orders of the ethical 
and the religious, but can this distinction be rigorously sustained? It cannot, 
Derrida says. “Kierkegaard would have to admit, as Levinas reminds him, that 
ethics is also the order and respect for absolute singularity, and not only that of 
the generality or of the repetition of the same. He cannot therefore distinguish 
so conveniently between the ethical and the religious” (ibid.: 84). Th ere is simi-
larly a diffi  culty for Levinas, for he maintains that the otherness of the other 
human being is distinct from the otherness of God. Yet “for his part, in taking 
into account absolute singularity, that is, the absolute alterity obtaining in rela-
tions between one human being and another, Levinas is no longer able to distin-
guish the infi nite alterity of God and that of every human. His ethics is already a 
religious one” (ibid.). In each case, it seems, the border between ethics and religion 
cannot be drawn without interruption.

Refl ection on Kierkegaard and Levinas leads Derrida to affi  rm one of his 
most controversial statements, “Tout autre est tout autre” (Derrida 1995b: ch. 4), 
which can be translated, ‘Each and every other is wholly other’. Th e import of 
this apparent tautology (in French) is that every person, perhaps including every 
animal, is absolutely singular and therefore cannot be assimilated to the generality 
of any universal. Critics of Derrida will object that the statement is implausible 
because it denies all analogy between persons. I may be diff erent from you, but I 
am not diff erent in each and every way. Another objection is that with this state-
ment Derrida erases the diff erence between the other person and God. Only God 
is absolutely singular, and human beings are only relatively singular. Our unique-
ness is real, it will be freely admitted, but it does not turn on existing a se like 
God or being the absolutely singular God-man, Jesus Christ. Derrida’s defenders 
on this point will reply that this objection assumes there is a clear and rigorous 
distinction between ethics and religion but that, as shown, no such distinction can 
be drawn. And Derrida’s critics on this point will object that questions of borders, 
as Derrida discusses them, are informed wholly by Off enbarkeit and that a distinc-
tion between ethics and religion can and should be reinstated by granting primacy 
to Off enbarung. If one begins one’s philosophy of religion with the idea of a free 
creator who reveals himself, then it will indeed be possible to distinguish ethics 
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and religion. And if one does not, the philosophy of religion that we inherit from 
Kant and that is refi ned by Derrida will always exert pressure on any attempt to 
separate ethics and religion.
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alvin plantinga

James F. Sennett

In the halcyon days of post-positivisitic analytic philosophy, philosophy of reli-
gion and philosophical theology were considered by many to have been relegated 
to the forgotten realms of outmoded superstition they so richly deserved. Antony 
Flew’s (1961, 1984) sophisticated recasting of David Hume’s concerns over mira-
cles and natural theology, John Mackie’s (1955) stunning attack on the free will 
defence, R. M. Hare’s (1955) sensible non-cognitive analysis of religious language, 
and many other enticing rebuttals of classical theism dominated the landscape 
and bode ill for any future progress in the philosophical defence of traditional 
belief.

Anyone aware of the state of analytic philosophy of religion at the start of the 
twenty-fi rst century knows that the current picture could not be more radically 
diff erent from that just described. Research programmes abound, and many of the 
philosophers conducting them profess and defend a profound belief in Western 
theism in general and Christianity in particular. Th ere are many reasons for this 
amazing turnaround and many philosophers who share the credit, among them 
William Alston, Richard Swinburne and Nicholas Wolterstorff . But there can be 
no doubt that one of the premier champions of this team is the American phil-
osopher Alvin Plantinga.

Alvin Carl Plantinga was born on 15 November 1932, in Ann Arbor, Michigan. 
He received philosophy degrees from Calvin College (AB in 1954), the University 
of Michigan (MA in 1955), and Yale University (PhD in 1958). He held permanent 
teaching positions at Wayne State University and Calvin College before assuming 
the John A. O’Brien Chair in Philosophy at the University of Notre Dame in 1982, 
which he holds at the time of writing. He also served as director of the Center 
for Philosophy of Religion at Notre Dame from 1984 to 2002. Plantinga has 
received numerous academic fellowships and has given dozens of named lecture-
ships, including two appointments to deliver the Giff ord Lectures at Aberdeen 
University. He has published more than a dozen books and well over one hundred 
articles and chapters in journals, magazines and books.
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Plantinga’s infl uence on contemporary philosophy of religion has been profound, 
but it has not stood alone. He has, along the way, made signifi cant contributions 
to analytic metaphysics and epistemology as well. He developed a vocabulary for 
possible worlds discourse and modal logic in Th e Nature of Necessity (1974b) that is 
still in common usage throughout the discipline. Furthermore, the externalist theory 
of knowledge articulated in Warrant and Proper Function (1993b) has provided some 
of the liveliest discussion in post-Gettier epistemological research. More will be said 
about these and other infl uences as they pertain to Plantinga’s philosophy of religion. 
It must suffi  ce here to say that very few contemporary philosophers have had both 
the breadth and depth of impact on the discipline that Plantinga has.

plantinga’s philosophy of religion: an overview

Plantinga’s infl uence on contemporary philosophy of religion can be charted along 
two axes: content and methodology. Th e former has, naturally, received the most 
attention from proponents and critics alike. But the latter may be the more wide-
ranging, since many philosophers of religion concerned with subjects far afi eld from 
any Plantinga has ever broached nonetheless adopt procedural approaches traceable 
to his pioneering technique. A proper analysis of Plantinga’s philosophy of religion 
must take both dimensions into account. Th e approach taken here will be content-
oriented and largely chronological. Nonetheless, this approach will be explicitly 
peppered with references to at least four methodological tools frequently employed 
by Plantinga and now in common usage in analytical philosophy of religion.

Plantinga’s philosophy of religion career has moved through several stages:

 • Th e rational theism stage: an initial foray into the requirements for rational 
theism, represented most notably in God and Other Minds (1967). As will be 
shown, this stage prepared the way for much of what was to come over the 
next three decades.

 • Th e modal stage: an exploration of the implications of modal metaphysics for 
classical philosophy of religion issues. Th is study resulted in his famous modal 
version of the ontological argument and his highly infl uential version of the 
free will defence. Both were presented in Th e Nature of Necessity (1974b) and 
God, Freedom and Evil (1974a).

 • Th e reformed epistemology stage: a detailed defence of theistic belief from a 
reformed theological perspective. Th is stage divides into two substages. Th e 
fi rst is most fully represented in his landmark article “Reason and Belief in God” 
(1983), and the second in the massive tome Warranted Christian Belief (2000).1

 1. At the time of writing, Plantinga is engaged in a fourth major stage of research, which could 
be called the Science and Religion Stage: a so far somewhat sporadic examination of various 
issues at the crossroads of science and religion. Th is stage began with two controversial 
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Along the way Plantinga has also off ered new and creative critiques of argu-
ments for and against the existence of God (1967), a powerful attack on a priori 
probability and other notions crucial to any inductive form of the argument from 
evil (1979, 1988), and occasional ventures into the deepest waters of philosophical 
theology, with typically well-argued and surprising results (1980, 1982, 1986).

Th e methodological approaches to philosophy of religion Plantinga has 
pioneered and shaped include:

 • An indirect approach to the defence of theism that challenges the sceptic to 
make the charges against belief explicit and philosophically rigorous enough 
to establish their point without proving too much. Absent such philosoph-
ical sophistication (Plantinga believes), theism enjoys a sort of rationality by 
default, as do many commonly held beliefs that lack either strict philosoph-
ical defence or indisputable philosophical refutation.

 • A descriptive approach to philosophy of religion issues that begins with the 
facts of religious belief and takes them at face value, then attempts normative 
analysis that retains as much of the legitimacy of these facts as is philosophi-
cally feasible.

 • A modest approach that understands rationality and other epistemic virtues to 
be person-relative in the sense that it is possible for a given body of epistemic 
grounding to render a given theist rational or justifi ed2 even though the 
same grounding may not award the same epistemic status to everyone who 
considers it.

 • A mature approach that utilizes the best tools analytic philosophy has to off er, 
including sophisticated logical instruments such as modal logic and prob-
ability theory and advanced dialectical enquiries that interact with and utilize 
the most current theories and approaches in epistemology, philosophy of 
science and other related disciplines.

articles in 1991: a critique of Darwinian evolutionary theory (1991b) and an argument 
that philosophical naturalism is irrational given Darwinian evolutionary theory. (Th is 
argument was fi rst presented in Plantinga [1991a], and was later revised and expanded to 
become chapter twelve of Warrant and Proper Function [1993b]. Th e latter was reprinted as 
chapter four in Plantinga [1998].) Th is phase is ongoing, and was the subject of Plantinga’s 
2005 Giff ord Lectures. I do not treat this stage in the present chapter because of its ongoing 
nature; both its conclusions and its impact on the state of contemporary philosophy of reli-
gion are unclear at this point.

 2. While the terms ‘rational’, ‘justifi ed’ and their cognates are sometimes diff erentiated in 
their connotations, the epistemological intricacies usually at stake need not concern us 
here. For the balance of this chapter I shall consider the concepts of epistemic ration-
ality and justifi cation synonymous and shall use them and their cognates interchangeably. 
Furthermore, I do not understand either of them to entail knowledge of a true belief that 
bears them. Th us care will be taken in discussion of the reformed epistemology stage to 
distinguish between them both (with their internalist implications) and Plantinga’s exter-
nalist notion of warrant.
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All of these approaches refl ect the best of late-twentieth-century analytical philo-
sophical attitudes. Furthermore, they are carried out in the context of clear, precise 
argumentation. Although the waters of Plantinga’s philosophy oft en run deep, 
they are seldom murky. Plantinga’s infl uence has served to spark a very important 
maturation in the philosophy of religion. Today’s practitioner must be well trained 
in the best contemporary philosophy has to off er in order to keep up.

the rational theism stage: other minds and modest theism

In God and Other Minds (1967) Plantinga takes on what may be the oldest and 
most venerated objection to theistic belief: that it cannot be rational because the 
fundamental theistic claim – that there exists an omniscient, omnipotent and 
morally perfect creator and sustainer of the universe – lacks demonstrative argu-
ment. Plantinga does not challenge this premise. In fact, the entire fi rst section 
of his book appears to be a rigorous and detailed defence of it. He systematically 
dismantles several forms of the cosmological argument, the teleological argument 
and the ontological argument, concluding that none of the classical theistic proofs 
delivers the demonstrative confi rmation of theism that the medieval scholastics 
and modern natural theologians claimed for them.

However, in the remainder of the book Plantinga challenges the hidden 
premise behind this traditional objection: the assumption that there can be no 
rational theistic belief without good argument. Plantinga begins his rebuttal by 
showing that the fundamental atheistic claim – that there is no such creator as that 
described above – is in the same philosophical boat as its contradiction, lacking 
demonstrative argument. Th e second part of God and Other Minds is devoted to 
rebutting the most common arguments against theism, most notably the argu-
ment from evil in both deductive and inductive forms. Th e result is a disturbing 
dialectical parity that forebodes a pessimistic agnosticism, given the assumption 
that rational belief requires good argument.

In the third section of the book Plantinga turns to the philosophical chestnut 
known as “the problem of other minds”: the question of how we can know or 
rationally believe that others have conscious lives similar to our own. Plantinga 
examines the most common and, he argues, most promising argument for the 
rationality of belief in other minds, the argument from analogy. Th is argument, 
like all the theistic and atheistic arguments examined previously, is fl awed and 
therefore fails to compel rational assent to its conclusion. In fact, Plantinga shows 
that the logical failing of the argument from analogy is identical to the logical 
failing he found in the teleological argument.

Th is intriguing discovery leads Plantinga to a careful examination of the nature 
of rational belief and its relationship to philosophical argument, resulting in the 
conclusion that demonstrative proof is seldom, if ever, a requirement for ration-
ality. We certainly do not consider ourselves irrational in believing that there are 
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other minds, even when shown that there is no compelling philosophical argu-
ment for the conclusion. But then why should we think such a failing renders our 
theistic belief irrational? Th e closing words of God and Other Minds, although 
provisional, nonetheless portend a revolution in the philosophical defence of 
theism:

Of course there may be other reasons for supposing that although 
rational belief in other minds does not require an answer to the epis-
temological question [i.e. why do you believe; what good reasons do 
you have for your belief?], rational belief in the existence of God does. 
But it is certainly hard to see what these reasons might be. Hence my 
tentative conclusion: if my belief in other minds is rational, so is my 
belief in God. But obviously the former is rational; so, therefore, is the 
latter. (1967: 271)

It is important to note that there are two diff erent ways of interpreting 
Plantinga’s conclusion, depending on one’s interpretation of the argumentative 
failure he has exposed. One the one hand, we might opt for what could be called 
the ‘weak rationality thesis’ (WRT):

WRT: It is possible for one to be rational in holding theistic belief even though 
one is aware of no rationally compelling or demonstrative argument for 
such belief.

Here ‘rationally compelling or demonstrative’ connotes that anyone fully apprecia-
tive of the argument must respond with theistic belief on pain of irrationality. Th is 
is a weak interpretation because it is consistent with rational theistic belief under 
two diff erent scenarios: (i) one having theistic argument that is convincing to her, 
but that she understands would not necessarily be convincing to everyone; and (ii) 
one having no awareness of any theistic argument that is convincing to her or to 
anyone else. Th e strong rationality thesis (SRT), however, excludes the fi rst of these 
scenarios and allows only the latter.

SRT: It is possible for one to be rational in holding theistic belief even though 
one is aware of no convincing theistic argument at all.

Th ese two interpretations both play into the development of Plantinga’s 
thought. In the modal stage Plantinga presents a version of the ontological argu-
ment that he understands to fi ll the bill of WRT: an argument that may well serve 
to support rational belief in some although it cannot be considered compelling or 
demonstrative, and will be unconvincing to many. In the reformed epistemology 
stage, Plantinga explores the implications of SRT, off ering a full-blown theory of 
rational theistic belief sans argument at all, compelling or otherwise.
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Although early and preliminary, the rational theism stage of Plantinga’s career 
is already teeming with the methodological nuances that would help to transform 
and revitalize philosophy of religion in the coming years. His defence of rational 
theism in God and Other Minds is indirect in that he concentrates on showing the 
lack of formidable charge against theism; there is no decisive argument against it 
nor any defensible reason to reject if for lack of positive argument. It is descriptive 
in that it turns on the undeniable claim that belief in other minds is considered 
patently rational, and that any attempt to deny such would be unacceptably revi-
sionary, leading to a pervasive scepticism that belies the analytical project. It is 
modest in that Plantinga nowhere charges the atheist with irrationality or claims 
that theism must be accepted by all on pain of irrationality. And it is mature in 
that the criticisms of classic arguments in all three parts of the book utilize state-
of-the-art concepts and tools in logic, metaphysics and epistemology.

the modal stage: modern logic and traditional theism

Th e Nature of Necessity (1974b) is considered by many to be Plantinga’s fi nest work. 
It is not a study in philosophy of religion but rather the construction of a full-scale 
theory of modality – of the concepts of necessity, possibility and contingency. Th e 
book is considered foundational to the discipline of modal metaphysics, along 
with the works of David Lewis, Saul Kripke, and Ruth Marcus. Plantinga is a modal 
realist, arguing for the existence of possible worlds as maximally consistent states 
of aff airs, an analysis that proves less problematic than the more tempting incli-
nation to think of them as sets or propositions and more intuitively pleasing than 
Lewis’ controversial reifi cation thesis. He is also an actualist, holding that entities 
bear properties only in worlds in which they exist. Th ese and other features of his 
work lead to a semantics and logical structure that many consider the most work-
able in the fi eld. In the last two chapters of his book Plantinga applies his modal 
framework to two subjects in the philosophy of religion that had already occupied 
a great deal of his attention in previous work: the ontological argument and the 
free will defence against the argument from evil.3

Th e modal ontological argument

In chapter ten of Th e Nature of Necessity, Plantinga presents a version of the 
ontological argument examined in the previous decade by Norman Malcolm 

 3. Th ese two subjects are also treated, along with other issues in philosophy of religion, in 
Plantinga (1974a): treatments reprinted as chapters two and three in Plantinga (1998). 
While these discussions lack the sophisticated logical framework of the versions in Th e 
Nature of Necessity, they are nonetheless technical and detailed enough to gainsay the label 
‘popular’ oft en affi  xed to them.
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(1960) and Charles Hartshorne (1962): a modal version, in chapter 3 of Anselm’s 
Proslogion, one chapter over from the saint’s more popular off ering. Here Anselm 
(see Vol. 2, Ch. 6) concentrates on the necessity of God’s unsurpassable greatness, 
rather than on its purported facticity. Plantinga had examined and dismissed 
Malcolm’s version of this argument (albeit reluctantly) in God and Other Minds. 
In Th e Nature of Necessity he revisits his criticism and presents a way to repair it, 
resulting in what he claims to be a sound version of the argument.

Defi ning maximal excellence as the property of bearing maximal degrees of all 
great making properties and unsurpassable greatness as the property of bearing 
maximal excellence in all possible worlds, Plantinga off ers:
 
 (P1) “Th ere is a possible world in which unsurpassable greatness is exempli -

fi ed.”
  (P2) “Th e proposition a thing has unsurpassable greatness if and only if it has 

maximal excellence in every possible world is necessarily true.”
  (P3) “Th e proposition whatever has maximal excellence is omnipotent, omniscient, 

and morally perfect is necessarily true.”

Th erefore,

 (C1) “Possesses unsurpassable greatness is instantiated in every world.”

Th erefore,
 
 (C2) “Th ere actually exists a being who is omnipotent, omniscient, and morally 

perfect, and has these properties in every world.” (Plantinga 1974b: 216)4

Given the actualist thesis, that entities bear properties only in worlds in which 
they exist, this argument is valid in S5 modal logic. (P2) and (P3) are true by stip-
ulated defi nition.

So all of the dialectical attention is focused on the truth-value of (P1). And here 
Plantinga exercises his modest approach to philosophy of religion, stating simply, 
“Th e only question of interest, it seems to me, is whether its main premise … is 
true. I think this premise is indeed true. Accordingly, I think this version of the 
Ontological Argument is sound” (ibid.: 216–17). In response to the charge that the 
argument is question-begging, he asserts:

It is by no means obvious that anyone who accepts its main premise 
does so only because he infers it from the conclusion. If anyone did do 

 4. Plantinga numbers (P1), (P2), (P3) and (C1) as (42)–(45), respectively. He does not 
number (C2), but it is a quotation taken from his text.
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that, then for him the argument is dialectically defi cient …; but surely 
[it] need not be thus dialectically defi cient for one who accepts it.  
 (Ibid.: 218)

In other words, Plantinga is not claiming to have proved the existence of God in 
any strong or compelling way. But he does claim to have constructed an argument 
that passes WRT muster: it is possible that one be rational in believing that the 
theistic God exists based on one’s epistemically virtuous acceptance of this argu-
ment. Th ere may be many who remain rationally unconvinced of (P1) or who see 
its only possible defence to be a question-begging one, and for them the argument 
could never rationally ground theism. But this does nothing to confute Plantinga’s 
claim.5

Th e modal free will defence

In chapter nine of Th e Nature of Necessity, Plantinga off ers a modal version of the 
free will defence (FWD) against the logical argument from evil. Th e logical argu-
ment is so-called because it alleges that the concepts of God and evil are logi-
cally exclusive – in modal terms: necessarily, if one exists the other does not; they 
cannot both exist in the same possible world. Since we know that there is evil, 
we can be certain that God does not exist. Th e FWD argues that the concepts 
are compatible, and could both be actualized in a world with free moral beings. 
Th e responsibility for evil in such a world would rest with the free beings who 
cause it; furthermore, God is justifi ed in creating them because the good of human 
freedom outweighs any evil such beings may cause.

John Mackie (1955) off ers a formidable rebuttal to the FWD. He points out 
that the logic of freedom entails that there is some possible world in which all free 
beings always behave properly.6 Mackie then argues that God is responsible for the 
evil that free beings cause because he could have created such a world. God was 
not limited to the creation of worlds in which free beings caused evil.

Plantinga’s FWD is a modal refutation of Mackie’s argument, grounded in a 
concept he calls ‘transworld depravity’ (TD). TD lends modal credence to the 
driving intuition behind the FWD: that whether or not a free being chooses to do 
evil is fi nally and solely up to that free being, not to God. More precisely, for God 
to create a world with free beings and no evil, he requires the cooperation of all 

 5. In Sennett (1989; 1992: 24–8), I argue that Plantinga’s argument is question-begging in an 
unavoidable way; namely, that one can understand the proposition asserted by (P1) only 
if one already understands it to entail (C2). However, I have been forced to rethink my 
position owing to recent work by Ruloff  (2004).

 6. Th roughout this discussion a libertarian view of freedom is assumed: that free actions are 
not determined. While Mackie confesses commitment to a compatibilist view of freedom, 
his argument does not require it.
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free beings in that world. Divine omnipotence does not entail such cooperation. 
Th e logic of freedom dictates that it is possible that a given free being would not 
off er such cooperation regardless of what God does. Such a free being suff ers from 
TD. Whether or not a being suff ers from TD is a contingent matter: true in some 
worlds and false in others. Th erefore, it is a contingent matter whether or not every 
possible free being suff ers from TD.7 Hence, there is at least one possible world in 
which they all do. In such a world there will be evil no matter what God does. 
Hence, God and evil coexist in a world in which every possible free being suff ers 
from TD. Hence, it is possible that God and evil coexist. So the FWD is successful 
and the logical argument fails.

When endorsing his FWD, Plantinga displays none of the philosophical 
modesty heretofore noted. Instead he states categorically, “I therefore conclude 
that the Free Will Defense successfully rebuts the charge of inconsistency brought 
against the theist. If evil is a problem for the believer, it is not that the existence of 
evil … is inconsistent with the existence of God” (1974b: 193). Plantinga considers 
his argument decisive, and it is not coincidental that, since the 1970s, the attention 
in philosophy of religion has shift ed dramatically away from the logical argument 
from evil to the inductive argument from evil.8

Although it does not display his characteristic modesty, Plantinga’s FWD does 
exemplify the mature approach to philosophy of religion, perhaps more vividly 
than any other aspect of his corpus. Indeed, the logical intricacies of TD and 
the other concepts involved are so complex that virtually every critic who has 
argued that the defence fails has been shown actually to have misunderstood it 
in some crucial way. And, when the misunderstanding is corrected, the criticism 
dissolves.9

the reformed epistemology stage: 
naturalized epistemology and supernatural belief

Above, I noted that Plantinga’s rejection of the objection that theistic belief 
requires good argument to be rational could be interpreted in either a weak or 

 7. Given Plantinga’s actualism, this statement is inaccurate. Possible but unactual beings bear 
no properties at all. Plantinga couches his discussion in terms of essences, the sets of essential 
properties of any free being. As abstract objects, essences exist necessarily, even in worlds 
where they are not exemplifi ed in beings. I sacrifi ce technical accuracy for simplicity.

 8. Also called the probabilistic, empirical, and evidential argument (from evil) in the literature. 
Th is argument presupposes that God and evil are compatible, and instead charges that the 
extent and intensity of evil in the world count as strong inductive evidence against the exist-
ence of God. See Plantinga (1979, 1988) for his criticisms of this version of the argument.

 9. See Sennett (1992: 60–61) for a clarifi cation of several vital points that have been misun-
derstood by critics, and an exposition of how Mackie in particular got it wrong (Mackie 
1982: 174).
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a strong sense (WRT and SRT). Th e modal ontological argument serves as a fi ne 
example of a WRT defence of theism. In the early 1980s Plantinga began a long 
and extensive programme of SRT defence, which he labelled ‘reformed epistem-
ology’ (RE) since it advocates a view refl ective of Calvinist theology.10

RE challenges evidentialism: the view that rational theistic belief must be based 
on propositional evidence.11 Foundationalist epistemology distinguishes between 
beliefs that are based on other beliefs and those that are based on some non-
doxastic phenomenon, such as rational intuition or perceptual experience. Such 
beliefs are properly basic. Evidentialism amounts to the claim that theistic belief 
cannot be properly basic.12 RE argues contrariwise and off ers an account of what 
rational theistic belief sans argument might look like.

Th e early defence of reformed epistemology

In “Reason and Belief in God” (Plantinga 1983), the foundational document of the 
RE programme, Plantinga argues that evidentialism is historically grounded in an 
epistemological theory he calls ‘classical foundationalism’ (CF):

CF: “A proposition p is properly basic for a person S if and only if p is either 
self-evident to S or incorrigible for S or evident to the senses for S” (1983: 
59).

Self-evident beliefs include any beliefs whose truth is clear beyond doubt without 
refl ection, such as simple truths of logic and arithmetic. Incorrigible beliefs are 
those that, if believed, must be true. Paradigm cases include beliefs about one’s 
own psychological states, such as I feel hungry. Beliefs evident to the senses are 
those presented so vividly by the senses as to make questioning them ludicrous. 
Obviously theistic belief does not fall under any of these categories; thus, if CF is 
true, so is evidentialism.

Plantinga off ers two arguments that CF is false. First, it is too strong. Many 
ordinary beliefs (e.g. those about the past, the future, other minds, personal iden-
tity, etc.) are not of the kinds endorsed by CF, nor derivable from such. Hence, 
if CF is true, then such beliefs are categorically irrational. However, since I am 

 10. Plantinga developed the early stages of the RE programme with his good friend and (then) 
colleague at Calvin College, Nicholas Wolterstorff .

 11. Th at is, a person S is rational in believing theistic proposition p just in case there is some 
other (possibly conjunctive) proposition q such that (i) S rationally believes that q; (ii) q 
provides S with good evidence for p; and (iii) S believes that p on the basis of q.

 12. Th us evidentialism is merely a view on the epistemology of theistic belief, not an attack on 
its rationality. Many theists are evidentialists. In fact, Plantinga traces the doctrine to John 
Locke (among others), and some of the most ardent critics of RE have been other theistic 
philosophers.
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clearly rational in my belief about, say, where I was thirty seconds ago, CF must be 
false. Th is argument is an expansion and deepening of the God and Other Minds 
argument, and refl ects both the modest and indirect approaches seen there. But it 
is the second argument that Plantinga sees to be decisive. CF itself is neither self-
evident, or incorrigible, nor evident to the senses, nor is there any good argument 
for it from such beliefs. Hence, either CF is false or it cannot be rationally believed. 
It is self-referentially incoherent: irrational by the very criterion it establishes.

In “Reason and Belief in God”, Plantinga off ers little more than this refutation 
of CF by way of argument for RE. Since CF is false, there is no reason to assume 
evidentialism true, hence no reason to deny RE. So the argument is indirect in 
the sense that has become familiar to us: RE is vindicated by lack of reason to 
reject it.

Plantinga responds to two obvious objections to RE: the Great Pumpkin objec-
tion and the grounding objection. Th e fi rst of these is a reductio ad absurdum, 
claiming that if theistic belief can be properly basic, any belief at all could be, 
including Linus’ belief in the Great Pumpkin in Charles Shultz’s classic comic strip 
Peanuts. Plantinga responds that RE is simply and solely about theistic belief, and 
has no implications whatsoever about any other kinds of beliefs. Each candidate 
for proper basicality must be judged on its own merits. Th e grounding objection 
charges that theistic belief without argument has no such merits: that it is ground-
less, based on nothing. Plantinga responds that the obvious cases of proper basi-
cality (those named in CF, other minds’ belief, etc.) are grounded in some sort of 
experience; hence, if theistic belief is properly basic, it too is grounded in experi-
ence. As such it is no more groundless than perceptual belief or beliefs about our 
current psychological states.

Th is early stage of RE defence is clearly driven by Plantinga’s indirect approach. 
Th e arguments of “Reason and Belief in God” and its surrounding corpus are exer-
cises in dodging objections with precious little in the way of positive argument. 
Nor is Plantinga simply being coy or evasive. A major purpose of his throughout 
this period is to clear out traditional but fl awed prejudices against the idea of 
rational theism. Plantinga’s driving question is: why shouldn’t we consider theistic 
belief properly basic? And his verdict is that there is no defensible answer to that 
question. Of course, this project is also a modest one. Plantinga is not claiming 
that theistic belief is properly basic for all who hold it, much less that everyone 
should hold properly basic theistic belief. Rather, the clearest message of the early 
RE project is that there is philosophical room for the idea that some theists hold 
some of their theistic beliefs in a properly basic way: a triply modest thesis.

Reformed epistemology and proper function

In the latter stage of the RE project Plantinga moves away from concern over 
theistic belief to concern over specifi cally Christian belief, and away from 
concerns about rationality to concerns about knowledge. Th e switch began when 
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Plantinga raised the question: what would it take for basic theistic belief, if it is 
indeed true, to count as knowledge? Th is led naturally to the more general ques-
tion of what epistemologists sometimes call ‘the conversion property’: that prop-
erty, whatever its nature, that converts true belief into knowledge. In his early RE 
forays, Plantinga became convinced that rationality or justifi cation (understood in 
the internalist, Cartesian sense recently championed by Roderick Chisholm and 
others) has little or nothing to do with knowledge. He turned his attention instead 
to externalist concerns, represented most notably by Alvin Goldman.13

Plantinga coins the term ‘warrant’ to refer to the conversion property, then 
argues that the most promising attempts to account for warrant fail (1993a). He 
then presents his own theory, dubbed ‘proper function’, which states (roughly) that 
a belief has warrant if and only if it is produced by properly functioning epistemic 
faculties operating in an environment conducive to their proper function. While 
some faculties function properly by processing beliefs to generate new beliefs (e.g. 
faculties of reason or induction), many other faculties function immediately to 
produce beliefs directly from experience. When such faculties are functioning 
properly in a proper environment, the beliefs they produce are warranted and, if 
true, constitute knowledge. So my belief about what I had for breakfast, produced 
immediately on my memorial refl ection by my cognitively unimpaired memorial 
faculty, is warranted and basically so.

It is this concept of properly functioning epistemic faculties that becomes the 
locus of Plantinga’s latter defence of RE. In Warranted Christian Belief (2000) he 
develops the ‘Aquinas/Calvin model’, arguing that properly functioning human 
beings in receipt of divine grace have a cognitive faculty or mechanism – Calvin’s 
sensus divinitatis – that produces immediate and fully warranted Christian beliefs 
under appropriate conditions. In other words, this faculty produces warranted 
beliefs in the same way that perceptual and memorial faculties do. Th ey are prop-
erly basic – warranted without propositional support. Plantinga’s conclusion is 
that if the fundamental doctrines of Christianity are true, then Christian belief 
is typically warranted in a basic way and constitutes knowledge. Whether or 
not they are true is, of course, the concern of the metaphysics of religion, not its 
epistemology.

In the introduction to Warranted Christian Belief, Plantinga distinguishes 
between two diff erent objections to Christianity (and theism in general): the de 
facto objection that its central claims are simply false, and the de jure objection 
that the question of their truth is irrelevant since they have no warrant – even if 
they are true, no one can ever know that they are. We might think of these as meta-
physical and epistemological objections, respectively, and it is natural to assume 
that they are philosophically independent issues. It is, aft er all, quite possible for 

 13. While Plantinga acknowledges a conceptual debt to Goldman, he believes Goldman’s relia-
bilist programme ultimately fails. See Plantinga (1993b).
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something to be true even though no one can ever know that it is true. However, 
the Aquinas/Calvin model entails that the question of Christian belief ’s warrant 
cannot be divorced from the question of its truth. If Christianity is true (as the 
Christian believes it is), then the Christian’s beliefs constitute (or can constitute) 
knowledge.

conclusion

Th e philosophical approaches explicated throughout this chapter must be kept 
in focus as one works to master Plantinga’s thinking. To lose sight of them is to 
invite misunderstanding and confusion. Th is is especially true of the modest 
approach and the mature approach. It is a common mistake for critics and propo-
nents alike to read Plantinga’s claims as broader or deeper than he intends. He is 
primarily concerned with carving out epistemically acceptable room for theistic 
belief, not forcing its undeniability down the throats of unbelievers. His aims are 
not by any means timid, but they are, for the most part, limited and carefully 
articulated.

On the other hand, the philosophical sophistication of Plantinga’s work must 
not be underestimated. Plantinga is one of the most meticulous and careful phil-
osophers of his generation. He leaves no dialectical stone unturned. Consequently, 
any perceived weakness in his work more oft en indicates failure of scrutiny on the 
part of the exegete; a more careful reading oft en reveals Plantinga’s anticipation of, 
and response to, the perceived diffi  culty. Plantinga’s methodology is quintessen-
tially analytical, and any approach to it that is anything less will invite misinterpre-
tation and rob one of challenging contemplation and rewarding insight.
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23
richard swinburne

Bruce Langtry

Richard Swinburne (b. 1934) retired from his position as Nolloth Professor of 
the Philosophy of the Christian Religion at the University of Oxford in 2002. 
He is perhaps the foremost philosopher of religion of the past hundred years. 
In addition, he has contributed to the philosophy of space and time, confi rma-
tion theory, general metaphysics and epistemology, and the philosophy of mind. 
His work in these areas has frequently been generated and applied in the course 
of his reasoning about God and religious faith. For example, the fi rst half of Th e 
Christian God consists of general essays on substance, thisness, causation, time 
and necessity. Swinburne himself is a Christian.

bare natural theology: the content of theism

Swinburne assumes that statements about God have substantial, controversial 
metaphysical implications: as found in the writings of such authors as Augustine, 
Aquinas, Descartes, Locke and Leibniz (see Vol. 1, Ch. 18; Vol. 2, Ch. 13; Vol. 3, 
Chs 8, 12, 13), as well as the speech of most non-philosophical believers, they are 
not to be interpreted as attempts at fi ction or myth, or as consisting entirely in 
disguised expressions of one’s values. Th is assumption is, obviously, consistent 
with recognizing that many statements about God are best interpreted as involving 
analogical predication or metaphor.

Natural theology consists in the discussion of God’s existence and nature, 
conducted without appeal to the authority of revelation; it includes contribu-
tions by agnostics and atheists as well as by theists. Swinburne distinguishes 
between bare natural theology and ramifi ed natural theology. Th e former argues 
for or against bare theism, the doctrine that God exists. Swinburne identifi es God 
as the omnipotent, omniscient, perfectly good and perfectly free creator of the 
universe. He does not deal with conceptions of God held by Neoplatonists and 
process theologians. He carefully explains God’s attributes in ways intended to 
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show the coherence of bare theism, and he argues that there are signifi cant neces-
sary connections between the attributes. Ramifi ed natural theology investigates 
more specifi c religious doctrines (Swinburne 2005: 117).

Here I shall highlight two attributes of God that Swinburne understands diff er-
ently from many theists: perfect freedom and necessity. In various diff erent places 
(Swinburne 1993: 148, 152; 1994: 68, 128; 2004: 7, 98, 104), Swinburne explains 
God’s perfect freedom by saying:

 • nothing, not even God’s own past states, in any way causally infl uences God 
to do what he does;

 • what counts is God’s being subject to no non-rational infl uences;
 • God’s perfect freedom consists in his being subject to no causal infl uences 

that he does not himself control;
 • God’s freedom of choice operates only for cases in which he does not 

have overriding reasons to performing one action rather than any of the 
alternatives.

Swinburne holds that the existence of God is not logically necessary. Is God 
nevertheless in some other way a necessary being? His most recent answer (2004: 
96) is that God’s existence is ‘factually necessary’, by which he means that God’s 
nature guarantees that if he exists at any time then he exists at all times, and the 
state of aff airs God’s existing at some time or other does not depend on any other 
state of aff airs.1

bare natural theology: does god exist?

Probability and explanation

In this chapter ‘probability’ means the inductive probability of one proposition 
relative to another: the extent to which the former, if it were true, would give 
reason for believing the latter.2 Now, we oft en say that the extent to which p gives 
a good reason for believing q is a contingent matter, dependent on the truth of 
some other proposition r. What Swinburne has in mind by inductive probability, 
however, is a relationship solely between the two propositions; if r seems relevant 
to our enquiries into q, then we should consider the probability of q relative to the 
compound proposition, p & r. In many cases, the inductive probability of q rela-
tive to p can be given a numerical value in the range from 0 to 1, but in many cases 
all that can be said is (say) that the probability is high, or higher than that of some 

 1. For earlier accounts, see Swinburne (1993: 274ff ., 277; 1994: 144–9, 179).
 2. Swinburne distinguishes between inductive probability, physical probability and statistical 

probability.
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other proposition s relative to p. Th e inductive probability of q relative to p in cases 
where p is a tautology is called the intrinsic probability of q. Swinburne maintains 
that all propositions have intrinsic probabilities.

Since the inductive probability of q relative to p does not depend on the 
truth of any other proposition, how high or low it is is a logically necessary, a 
priori matter (whether or not we human beings have access to its value using 
a priori reasoning). Accordingly, Swinburne identifi es inductive probability with 
logical probability, understood as the measure of inductive support that would be 
accorded by a ‘logically omniscient’ person: one who is omniscient about logical 
necessities and logical possibilities, and has correct criteria of when p gives a good 
reason for believing q.

What inductive criteria should we use? Swinburne in eff ect appeals to what 
is actually considered best practice in contemporary science and history, and 
in informal reasoning about everyday matters. His account centres on forming 
explanatory hypotheses. Other things being equal, a hypothesis that provides a 
good explanation of some body of evidence is probable relative to that evidence.3

Swinburne distinguishes two diff erent basic patterns of explanation: inanimate 
and personal. Inanimate explanation proceeds in terms of initial conditions (one 
of which is frequently designated ‘the cause’ and the other the conditions under 
which the cause operated) and the laws of nature. In personal explanation, it is 
persons who are the causes, and they cause in virtue of their powers, beliefs and 
purposes. Swinburne argues that personal explanation is unanalysable in terms of 
inanimate explanation (2004: ch. 2, esp. 38–44).

In practice it is impossible to assess the probability of a hypothesis relative to the 
conjunction of all the things we know and (and can use without circularity). What 
typically happens instead is that we identify various arguments for and against 
the hypothesis, and we then try to weigh these diff erent arguments to reach an 
overall verdict. In assessing the bearing of some body of truths on the hypoth-
esis, it is oft en useful to distinguish two components of the body of truths: the 
specifi c considerations described as ‘the data’ (such as the results of some recent 
experiment), and the ‘background evidence’ (such as the results of previous experi-
ments). Swinburne discusses fi ve criteria that determine the extent to which an 
explanatory hypothesis is probable relative to some body of truths:

 • Does the hypothesis yield the data? Th at is, is the data highly probable rela-
tive to the conjunction of the hypothesis and the background evidence? (Th is 
question concerns what is called the ‘explanatory power’ of the hypothesis.)

 • How probable is the hypothesis relative to background evidence alone?
 • How probable is the data relative to background evidence alone?

 3. Th e converse is not true. Th e fuel gauge says ‘Empty’ may be highly probable relative to Th e 
fuel tank is empty, but the former does not explain the latter.
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 • How great is the scope of the hypothesis? Th at is, in conjunction with back-
ground evidence, how much does it say and imply about how things are? Th e 
greater the scope, the less the probability relative to any data (given this back-
ground evidence).

 • How simple is the hypothesis? Other things being equal, the simpler it is, the 
more probable it is.

Simplicity in turn has several criteria. For scientifi c hypotheses, the criteria 
Swinburne lists include the number of entities the hypothesis postulates, the 
number of kinds of entity it postulates, the unity of the hypothesis and its math-
ematical simplicity. Swinburne acknowledges that some philosophers have quite 
diff erent views about inductive criteria to his own, and that some philosophers 
deny that simplicity plays a fundamental role.4

Th e structure of Swinburne’s cumulative approach

In Th e Existence of God, Swinburne’s case for (bare) theism moves through many 
stages. He begins by considering bare theism’s intrinsic probability, which is deter-
mined by merely the content of God exists. In each subsequent stage, he identifi es 
additional considerations that raise the probability of theism higher than it was in 
the preceding stages. He fi nally reaches a point where he is able to claim that the 
probability of theism, relative to the conjunction of all the considerations so far 
identifi ed, is greater than 0.5 (Swinburne 2004: 341–2).

Plainly ‘more than 0.5’ is not enough to justify believing that theism is true: 
agnosticism leaning slightly towards theism might be the most reasonable stance. 
In Th e Resurrection of God Incarnate, however, Swinburne argues that theism is 
highly probable relative to the conjunction of the foregoing considerations with 
the detailed historical evidence concerning Jesus.

In the fi rst stage of his cumulative case, Swinburne argues that the intrinsic 
probability of theism is a lot higher than the intrinsic probabilities of rival hypoth-
eses about what, if anything, caused there to be physical things or physical events.5 
Physical things or physical events were caused by an omnipotent intelligent agent is 
simpler than Th ey were caused by a single intelligent agent possessing such-and-such 
fi nite powers because a fi nite limitation calls for explanation of why there is just 

 4. Th e foregoing paragraphs have been based on the exposition in Swinburne (2001: chs 3 
and 4). 

 5. Swinburne himself holds a ramifi ed version of theism, according to which God is a Trinity. 
He argues, however, that God exists entails Th ere are at least three divine beings. If so, then 
the intrinsic probability of the latter is not less than the intrinsic probability of the former. 
See Swinburne (1994: ch. 8; 2004: 342–5).
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that particular limit, in a way that limitlessness does not (ibid.: 97).6 Furthermore, 
God’s attributes are tightly linked; for example, Swinburne argues that it is neces-
sary that an omnipotent, omniscient and perfectly free being also be perfectly 
good. Th e comparative internal simplicity of theism makes it a better stopping-
point for explanation than rival proposed stopping-points: a better point at which 
to say, ‘Th at is just the way things are’. Th e foregoing remarks are important at later 
stages of Swinburne’s case.

Consider now the probability of various hypotheses purporting to explain why 
there exists a complex physical universe. Th eism has the initial advantage over its 
rivals of higher intrinsic probability. It also possesses superior explanatory power. 
God’s perfect goodness gives God a reason to create a complex physical universe, 
and his omnipotence guarantees that he can do so, whereas rivals, such as Th e 
complex physical universe was created by a committee of fi nite spiritual beings, 
need to postulate additional special propensities of these beings to create such a 
universe.

How about scientifi c explanations of the existence of a complex physical universe? 
Th e states appealed to in a scientifi c explanation will themselves be complex. 
Consider, for example, a causal account in terms of a big bang: at this stage, the 
occurrence of a big bang is not a part of our background evidence, but maybe it is 
a good explanatory hypothesis. For a big bang to do its explanatory job, however, it 
must be complex: for example, it must be supposed to be of a kind such that there 
would not be an immediate re-collapse but rather the emergence of an enduring, 
complex universe.

It is oft en protested that explanations in terms of God should be ruled out 
because a good hypothesis should make falsifi able predictions, but this criti-
cism rests on some very doubtful assumptions (which there is no space to discuss 
here).

Swinburne concludes that, relative to Th ere exists a complex physical universe, 
theism is more probable than it is relative to merely Th ere are physical things or 
events, and is more probable than any rival explanatory hypothesis. Similarly, 
Swinburne argues that relative to the slightly more specifi c proposition Th ere 
exists a complex physical universe that conforms to simple, formulable scientifi c 
laws, theism is more probable than it is relative to merely Th ere exists a complex 
physical universe, and is more probable than any rival explanatory hypothesis. For 
here, too, theism has genuine explanatory value and is very simple.

Th e foregoing pattern is repeated many times. Swinburne pleads the theoretical 
virtues of bare theism with respect to the following truths:

 6. Swinburne thinks that scientists would agree with him that Th e universe is infi nitely large 
is simpler than Th e universe is 1023 km in diameter and Th e universe is more than 105 km 
in diameter, even though there are good reasons for holding that the universe is in fact not 
infi nitely large.



bruce langtry

290

 • there exists a complex physical universe governed by simple scientifi c laws;
 • the universe is ‘fi ne tuned’ for the existence (at some time and place or other) 

of bodies suited for the acquisition of true beliefs about the environment, and 
for the formation of aims and intentions in the light of desires;7

 • such bodies give rise to the conscious life typical of human beings;
 • human beings have moral awareness;
 • there are opportunities for free agents to make choices that make important 

diff erences to themselves, each other and the physical world; and
 • there occur experiences that seem (epistemically) to the subjects to be experi-

ences of God or of some other supernatural thing.

By the time we have reached the second of these truths, we are counting as part 
of background evidence many statements accepted by contemporary physicists as 
uncontroversial. Going beyond these statements to postulate the activity of God 
is attractive because doing so has genuine explanatory value and involves an onto-
logically economical, very simple hypothesis.

Objections to the existence of God, based on evil

Swinburne claims not only that moral and natural evil does not disconfi rm theism 
but also that, speaking broadly, moral and natural evil confi rm theism. He argues 
as follows:

 • It is good that there exist fi nite agents who have free (and therefore undeter-
mined) choices in morally important matters, and that they have a great degree 
of responsibility for each other’s well-being. Th erefore God, if he exists, has 
good (although not decisive) reasons for bringing free agents into existence 
and permitting them to make and implement many morally wrong choices, 
including choices to harm other people, or to abstain from preventing their 
being harmed, through negligence or malice.

 • Hence it is not surprising, given that God exists, that there are large-scale 
moral evils such as war: for they are typically the result of a great many morally 
wrong actions and omissions by a great many individuals, for example wrong 
actions and omissions that facilitated the rise and ongoing dominance of a 
tyrant. Death limits the extent of any individual’s suff ering, and opens up the 
possibility of especially weighty courage and self-sacrifi ce as well as especially 
serious wrongdoing.

 • It is not surprising, given that God exists, that there are natural evils such as 
fl oods and earthquakes. It is very good that free creatures learn by rational 

 7. Th e words ‘fi ne tuned’ as used in this context do not have built in to their very meaning the 
implication that there is a person who is engaged in fi ne tuning.
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enquiry, and by responding rationally to evidence they encounter. Natural 
evils greatly extend the scope for causally and morally important free deci-
sions, by providing people with the responsibility and opportunity to acquire 
knowledge needed to make such decisions – for example, decisions on where 
to build towns, and what disaster-relief organizations to set up. Th ere is a 
second reason why God might permit not only human beings but also the 
‘higher’ animals such as bears and deer to inhabit hazardous environments. 
Doing so makes possible various goods for them, such as courage, sympa-
thetic concern for other animals, intentional action to avoid danger or rescue 
off spring from danger and so on.

 • It is not surprising, given that God exists, that both human beings, and also 
animals lacking free will and moral awareness, experience pain, which is 
biologically useful given that they inhabit hazardous environments. A mere 
absence of the good would not serve. Any alternative to pain that might be 
biologically useful as a warning and deterrent would be an evil, because it 
would have to be strongly disliked.

 • It is good, given that a person’s loved ones have come to harm, that he or she 
be distressed rather than respond to such events calmly.

It is oft en objected that (i) there are particular occurrences of evil such that 
neither they nor any other particular state of aff airs at least as bad are logically 
necessary for some outweighing good, and (ii) even if this is not so, God might 
have produced a lot less evil than we actually fi nd while still securing or making 
possible the good states of aff airs described above. In both ways, there is too much 
evil, and (iii) God has no right to cause or allow some people (notably, children) to 
undergo great suff ering and deprivation so that others may benefi t.

Swinburne responds to these objections, fi rst, by maintaining that theism is not 
committed to the falsity of (i). Instead, the relevant requirement is that for each 
particular occurrence of evil, God’s allowing it (or some state at least as bad) is the 
only morally permissible way in which God can bring about a logically necessary 
condition of some outweighing good. He adds that the correct requirement is in 
fact fulfi lled. Of course, it is impracticable to show this by working through every 
diffi  cult particular occurrence one by one; instead, one must make the claim plau-
sible by generalizations about typical kinds of evil.8 Secondly, he recommends that 
we try some thought experiments to test how highly we value various goods that 
play vital roles in his theodicy. Th irdly, he repeats the point that if God ensured 
that there was much less evil (relative to population size) than there actually is 
then the result would be a ‘toy world’, one in which human choices mattered much 
less than they actually do.

 8. Swinburne points out that the correct requirement is compatible with there being no goods 
that individually require God’s allowing some particular bad state, while all the good states 
together require God’s allowing all the bad states together.
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Does God have the right to allow some people to undergo serious suff ering 
and harm, for the sake of making possible various goods accruing largely to other 
people? Swinburne appeals to analogies with human parents and their dependent 
children. In virtue of having brought us into existence, and having given us many 
good things, and continuing to sustain our lives from moment to moment, God 
has extensive rights (and also extensive duties) with respect to us. A parent has the 
right to cause or allow his or her child to suff er somewhat to benefi t others. But 
there are limits on such rights. God must give people a life that is, on balance, good. 
Since plainly there are many people whose lives between birth and death are not 
on balance good, it follows that these people must be given a life aft er death that is 
suffi  ciently good that their total period of existence meets the requirement.

Swinburne concedes that this last affi  rmation makes his resulting theory more 
complicated than bare theism, and therefore less epistemically probable. In the 
light of this, he concedes that known truths about evil decrease the probability of 
his theistic position. But, he argues, it does not do so very much, since, quite apart 
from considerations with respect to evil, God would have reasons for providing 
a good life aft er death for many human beings, and so might well actually do so, 
because his doing so would be a good act.9

Swinburne sums up his overall case for the existence of God in chapter fourteen 
of Th e Existence of God (second edition). Consider the body of evidence that omits 
detailed historical information about Jesus but includes all other relevant infor-
mation, including all known truths about evil. Relative to this body of evidence, 
Swinburne claims, bare theism is more probable than not.

ramified natural theology: explicating some christian 
doctrines, and their probability relative to bare theism

Swinburne aims to interpret some specifi cally Christian doctrines in such a way 
as to exhibit their internal coherence, and to argue that, relative to bare theism, 
there is a non-negligible probability that each of them is true. Obviously his own 
personal views would probably have been diff erent if his life had not been heavily 
infl uenced by Christianity. Nevertheless what matters in this context is not the 
causal origins of his beliefs, but rather whether there are good arguments for his 
conclusions.

For reasons of space, it will be necessary to pass over Swinburne’s treatments of 
many topics in Christian theology, including original sin, sanctifi cation, heaven, 
hell, the authority and interpretation of the Bible, and the Church.

 9. Swinburne’s most recent discussion of evil is in Swinburne (2004: chs 10, 11); for his 
remarks about an aft erlife see ibid., 262, 264–6.
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Atonement

Swinburne holds that whether or not they realize it, almost all human beings have 
wronged God, directly or indirectly, for example by being ungrateful to him, or 
by violating obligations that he has legitimately imposed on them as conditions 
attached to his gift s (including life itself). Grave wrongdoing against people in 
God’s care constitutes grave wrongdoing against God. Human beings can wrong 
God even if they do not believe that he exists, just as sailors might believe that an 
island is uninhabited and nevertheless wrong the inhabitants by killing a goat they 
fi nd there or by polluting a stream.

Swinburne supports his account of atonement in the divine–human case by 
appealing to widespread moral intuitions about human–human cases. In general, 
he says, when a person wrongs someone they must not, morally speaking, simply 
walk away from the resulting damaged moral status (guilt): they must deal with 
it by making atonement, and thereby either repair the current interpersonal rela-
tionship or remove a barrier to a possible future one. What this involves can vary, 
but in serious cases making atonement involves four components: repentance, 
apology, reparation and penance.

God could have deemed some minimal degree of repentance and apology to 
constitute adequate atonement for human wrongdoing against him, and he could 
have forgiven us on this basis. Nevertheless, it is good that God take our wrong-
doing so seriously as to require something very substantial by way of atonement. 
Swinburne holds that God has reason to help us by providing some very valu-
able reparation to which we can join our repentance and apology and that we can 
off er to him to make an acceptable atonement. One appropriate way of doing this 
– Swinburne does not argue that it is God’s only option10 – would be to become 
incarnate, live a perfect life among us and allow himself to be killed, so that we 
have the opportunity to off er his perfect life to him as part of atonement.

Revelation

Suppose that God exists, and we have substantial duties towards him that we oft en 
violate, and God has provided opportunities for us to make atonement for our wrong-
doing and to become members of the Church: a fellowship whose members are dedi-
cated to helping each other and outsiders to lead lives that are truly worth living and 
to attain a very good aft erlife. In that case, we urgently need to know that all these 
things are so. Without divine revelation hardly anyone would possess such informa-
tion. Accordingly, Swinburne argues, God has good reasons to reveal it to us.

 10. Swinburne sometimes seems to say that the only proper off ering to God would be some-
thing not owed to God anyway, and that a perfect off ering must consist in a perfect life of 
some rational agent, but he does not argue these things, and eventually veers away from 
committing himself to them (2003: 41–4).
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A revelation might be expressed in statements that were philosophically rigorous 
and involved no presuppositions that were peculiar to any specifi c culture or range 
of cultures. But doing so would not remove all opportunities for misunderstanding 
by hearers infl uenced by the concerns and interests of their own culture. Even a 
revelation of this kind would need to be complemented by divine guidance as to 
how it can be properly interpreted. It is at least as likely that God would choose 
to give a revelation while expressing it (or allowing it to be expressed) in terms of 
one specifi c culture, possibly through many prophets and authors speaking and 
writing from many diff erent standpoints over many generations and employing 
many diff erent literary genres. If God proceeded in this way, then one would expect 
him also to provide some kind of help with interpretation.

How might we recognize a genuine revelation from among the many candi-
dates? Its content – although not the presuppositions in terms of which it is cast 
– must be relevant, not evidently false, and accompanied by positive evidence in 
favour of its being genuine. Th e candidate divine revelation needs to be accom-
panied by some ‘seal’ or ‘signature’ that could have originated only from God and 
which (given the conventions of most cultures) either apparently occurred in 
answer to a prayer for or prediction of an authenticating sign or else manifestly 
made a major contribution to the promulgation of the candidate revelation. Very 
strong evidence would be provided by a prophet’s predicting a miracle that subse-
quently occurred.11

Th e Trinity

Th ere seem to be three main ways of understanding the orthodox doctrine of the 
Trinity:

 1. Th e Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit are everlasting modes of God, who 
is a substance. Each of the three is a distinct person, a rational, conscious 
agent, but God is not. When people declare that God believes, intends and 
so on, what they say is a manner of speaking, made true by the believing, 
intending and so on of one or more of the three divine persons. God is the 
metaphysically basic entity that unifi es the three, and whose nature generates 
the omnipotence, omniscience and perfect goodness possessed by the three 
rational, conscious agents, along with their beliefs, intentions and so on.

 2. Th e Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit are not beings but modes of God who 
is the one and only divine rational, conscious agent.

 3. Th e Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit are rational, conscious agents, and 
God is the collective entity they constitute. Th e Father, the Son and the Holy 

 11. Swinburne’s account of the nature of miracles is explained in Swinburne (1971: ch. 1; 2004: 
277–82).
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Spirit are not modes but substances. Th e statement Each of the three is God 
should be understood as saying that each of them is omnipotent, omniscient 
and perfectly good. Th ere is only one God should be understood as saying 
that the source of all other things is indivisible, in that its three members are, 
necessarily, completely dependent on each other for their existence, and are 
jointly behind each other’s acts. God, the collective entity, can properly be 
described as having beliefs and intentions and as being omnipotent, omnis-
cient and perfectly good, but only in a derivative sense.

Swinburne holds the third of these views, which he regards as a legitimate inter-
pretation of the traditional doctrine, rather than a substitute for it. Th is third view 
is called Social Trinitarianism.

Swinburne argues not only that the Social Trinitarianism is coherent but also 
that the probability that the doctrine is true, given the truth of bare theism and 
of a certain metaphysical assumption about thisness – but independently of any 
considerations derived from revelation – is greater than (even if only slightly 
greater than) the probability of any rival account of the divine nature.12

Th e Incarnation

Th e classical account of the Incarnation contains four central affi  rmations:

 • Jesus is one individual, who possessed a divine nature, before he was conceived 
by Mary.

 • He acquired a human nature in the course of Mary’s pregnancy, while still 
retaining his divine nature.

 • In virtue of his divine nature, Jesus was, throughout his earthly career, essen-
tially omnipotent, omniscient and perfectly good.

 • He is identical with God the Son, the second person of the Trinity.

How can Jesus’ supposed omnipotence and omniscience be reconciled with 
various New Testament passages that seem to imply that Jesus, during his earthly 
career, was weak, ignorant of various important things and subject to tempta-
tion? Swinburne provides an interpretation of the Incarnation doctrine in a way 
that affi  rms these implied truths rather than explaining them away as merely 
apparent.

He does so by claiming that the incarnate Jesus has a human body and a divided 
mind. In becoming incarnate, Jesus acquired a human ‘belief system’ in addition to 
his divine one. It is in the light of his human belief system that he entertained the 

 12. Swinburne (1994: 191). Swinburne has explained that a substance has thisness if and only 
if it is not individuated solely by its properties (ibid.: 34), where the word ‘property’ is 
being used in a very broad sense (ibid.: 10).
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thoughts connected with his brain, interpreted the data obtained though his eyes 
and performed actions through his body. Th is body, if it were to be human, could 
not have had capacities radically diff erent from those of other human bodies. So 
there are limits to the powers he acquired in virtue of acquiring a human body; 
for example, he could not run 100km in an hour. In becoming incarnate, Jesus 
retained his divine way of acting and forming beliefs, while acquiring in addition 
a human way of operating that involved limited, fallible cognitive, volitional and 
executive powers.

Th us the question ‘Could Jesus, during his earthly career, turn water into wine?’ 
requires a complicated answer. Plainly, his divine nature enabled him to decide 
to turn water into wine and to carry out that decision. But how did things stand 
from the viewpoint of his human nature? First, he could ask God the Father to 
turn water into wine for him, just as Moses could have. (People sometimes say 
that they are renovating their house when they have employed a builder to do the 
work for them.) Secondly, if Jesus, with his human cognitive system, was aware 
of his divine nature and knew how to engage his divine executive and cognitive 
powers, then he could do so and thereby be said, even from the standpoint of his 
human nature, to turn water into wine. If each of the foregoing two possibilities 
were unavailable, then Jesus could not, during his earthly career and from the 
standpoint of his human nature, turn water into wine.

Swinburne is aware of a major alternative theory of the Incarnation – the kenotic 
theory – according to which a divine individual can temporarily abandon omnipo-
tence and omniscience, while remaining divine. He rejects this alternative.

He argues that God could become incarnate in a way that involved subjecting 
himself to temptation, but only to do a lesser good, not to do wrong.

What good reasons does God have for becoming incarnate as a human being? 
Th e fi rst reason is to make available to human beings a means by which their 
broken relationship with God can be repaired. Secondly, God would judge it a 
good thing to identify with human beings and to share the suff ering to which he 
subjects them for the sake of greater goods. Th e third reason is to provide infor-
mation and encouragement to us with respect to how we should live, by showing 
us an actual example of a human life lived perfectly in very diffi  cult circumstances; 
such a person is not likely to arise naturally.

Swinburne claims that the foregoing considerations together make it at least 
as probable as not that if God exists (and he brings human beings into existence, 
etc.) then he will become incarnate, and live a perfect human life among human 
beings. He claims also that these reasons together do not provide much by way of 
grounds for expecting more than one incarnation.
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ramified natural theology: a case for 
the truth of christianity

Overview of the issues

In investigating whether Christianity is true, Swinburne argues, we need to answer 
the following questions:

  1. What is the probability of God exists relative to the evidence considered in 
bare natural theology?

 2. Can the central Christian doctrines be interpreted in such a way that each is 
internally coherent and morally non-defective?

 3. Does God have good reasons to reveal key truths about himself to human 
beings and to provide human beings with some way of making atonement for 
their wrongdoing against him?

 4. Does he have good reasons to become incarnate as a human being?
 5. Does the alleged Christian revelation in general bear authenticating marks 

that God might be expected to provide, and do so to a greater extent than any 
rival religion?

 6. What observable features would we expect a person’s life to have, if it was to 
recognizably be the earthly life of God incarnate?

 7. Is the detailed historical evidence we actually possess such that we would fi nd 
this kind of evidence if Jesus in fact led the specifi ed sort of life, and also rose 
from the dead?

 8. Do epistemological considerations concerning miracles rule out the possi-
bility of our concluding, on the basis of historical testimony, that a bodily 
resurrection had occurred?

Questions 1–4 have already been dealt with.

Th e alleged Christian revelation and other alleged revelations

Swinburne argues that there is only one serious candidate for being a religion 
whose doctrines are to be believed on the grounds that they have been revealed. 
Buddhism does not even purport to be such a religion. As I indicated earlier, 
Swinburne holds that to be recognizable as genuine revelation, a candidate must 
be accompanied by some sign that manifestly could have originated only from 
God. He argues that neither Hinduism nor Islam fulfi ls this requirement, and that 
Judaism does so to a far lesser extent than Christianity (Swinburne 1991: 95–7). 
So how credible is Christianity?
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Was Jesus God incarnate? Did Jesus rise from the dead?

Aft er partially dealing with question 5 via his detailed discussion of the content of 
Christian doctrine and related matters such as the status of the Bible, Swinburne 
turns to questions 6 and 7. For a human life to recognizably be the earthly life of 
God incarnate the following must be true:

 • Th e person’s public behaviour must be characteristic of a perfect human life, 
which includes helping others, and providing people with encouragement in 
their eff orts to improve the human condition.

 • Th e person must teach people verbally how to live in order that we may see 
how to apply his pattern of life to the circumstances of people whose age, 
sex, social class and culture diff er from his own. Th is teaching should include 
information about how we are to interact with God, as well as information 
about the aft erlife. It should be plausibly true and deep. Th e person must 
claim God’s authority for that part of his teaching that human beings cannot 
discover for themselves.

 • Th e person must show us that he believes himself to be God Incarnate, 
although he need not explicitly declare this.

 • He must teach that his life and death provide a means of atonement, making 
God’s forgiveness available for those who repent of their sins.

 • He must found a ‘Church’ in which his teaching is to be handed on to 
people in new generations and cultures. Moreover, his Church must actually 
continue to grow and make his teaching available to new generations and 
cultures.

 • Th e success of the person’s life must be made possible only by an evident 
violation (or ‘quasi-violation’) of natural laws, which contemporaries can 
recognize as God’s authenticating approval of the person’s life.

Swinburne observes that, as a matter of historical fact, there is no serious known 
candidate other than Jesus for satisfying all, or even most, of these requirements.

In chapters four to nine of Th e Resurrection of God Incarnate, Swinburne 
surveys the historical evidence we have about Jesus, assesses its general historical 
reliability and off ers detailed empirical arguments, based on this evidence, for the 
view that Jesus in fact fulfi lled all of the conditions stated above.

Many historians specializing in New Testament studies reach conclusions 
incompatible with Swinburne’s. But, he thinks, the arguments of many of these 
historians are wholly or partly vitiated by two mistaken assumptions that pervade 
their work: fi rst, that we should proceed by ignoring the probability, relative to 
background evidence, that God exists, is able to act miraculously and would have 
good reason to do so in certain circumstances; and secondly, that philosophical 
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considerations rule out the possibility of our concluding, on the basis of historical 
testimony, that a bodily resurrection had occurred.13

Swinburne’s overall conclusion with respect to the resurrection of Jesus is that 
his answers to questions 1–8 make it very probable that Jesus was God Incarnate 
who rose from the dead.

Th ere is an important corollary. For reasons already explained, if Jesus rose 
from the dead then his doing so constituted God’s public endorsement of his 
teaching. Chapter seven of Th e Resurrection of God Incarnate has argued that 
Jesus’ teaching included the atonement doctrine. Swinburne has also argued that 
the view that God would become incarnate in order to provide an atonement for 
human wrongdoing has a signifi cant prior probability. It follows that the atone-
ment doctrine is probably true (although not as probable as the occurrence of the 
resurrection).

faith and reason

Swinburne acknowledges that there may well be some people who hold a justifi ed 
basic belief that God exists, or that some more specifi c religious doctrine is true, 
but he doubts that there are many such people. Most theists need arguments, at 
least to back up the deliverances of whatever religious experiences they may have. 
Swinburne explains various conceptions of rational outcomes of religious enquiry, 
generated by more and less demanding criteria of rationality. Rejecting the view 
that religious enquiry is pointless, he argues that individuals have a moral obliga-
tion to try to discover the truth about central religious matters.

For how long should we investigate, and in what depth? Th e answer will depend 
partly on the time and other resources that are available, given our moral obli-
gations and the goodness of doing other things. Even if one currently thinks it 
unlikely that any religion is correct, there is much at stake, so it is very important 
that one’s conclusions should be correct; and few people can truly say that they 
have no time to spend on an investigation. Of course, some people have said that 
rational religious enquiry is pointless because knowledge of transcendent realities 
is impossible, but Swinburne rejects this claim.

When should we pursue some religious goal or other, and in connection with 
which religion, if any, should we pursue it? Th e answer will depend on the value 
of the goal if it is attained and on the probability of our obtaining the goal by 
following this or that way. Swinburne argues that some major religions score 
better in terms of one or both of these criteria than other major religions do, and 
so he denies that they are all equally worth following. In doing so, he indicates the 

 13. For Swinburne’s discussion of epistemological issues concerning miracles, see Swinburne 
(1971: chs 2–6; 2004: 284–8).
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criteria by which the probabilities of diff erent religious creeds can be compared, 
and also sketches considerations that provide prima facie reasons for favouring the 
Christian creed over alternative ones.
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24
late-twentieth-century atheism

Graham Oppy and N. N. Trakakis

In 1948, the BBC broadcast a debate between Bertrand Russell and Father 
Frederick Copleston on the existence of God (Russell & Copleston 1957). In that 
debate, Copleston claims: (i) that the existence of God can be proved by a meta-
physical argument from contingency; and (ii) that only the postulation of the 
existence of God can make sense of our religious and moral experience. Russell 
replies by giving diverse reasons for thinking that these two claims are incorrect: 
there are various ways in which Copleston’s argument from contingency fails to 
be persuasive, and there are more plausible alternative explanations of our reli-
gious and moral experience. While there are many signifi cant changes of detail, 
it is fair to say that the debate between Russell and Copleston typifi es exchanges 
between theists and atheists in the second half of the twentieth century, and it is 
also fair to say that Russell’s contribution to this debate typifi es the approaches of 
late twentieth-century atheists.1

Speaking very roughly, we might divide the activities of atheists in the following 
way. First, some atheists have been concerned to argue that religious talk fails to 
be meaningful: there is no serious discussion to be had about, for example, the 
existence of God because one cannot even meaningfully deny the existence of 
God. Secondly, many atheists have been concerned to develop alternative world-
views to the kinds of worldviews that are presented in the world’s religions; and, 
in particular, many atheists have been concerned to develop naturalistic world-
views that leave no room for any kinds of supernatural entities. Th irdly, some 
atheists have been interested in discussions of the ground rules for the arbitration 
of debates between theists and non-theists; and, in particular, some atheists have 
wanted to insist that there is an initial presumption in favour of atheism that leaves 
theistic opponents carrying the argumentative burden of proof. Fourthly, many 

 1. A more recent (and more developed) version of a very similar debate can be found in 
Smart & Haldane (1996).
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atheists have been concerned to raise objections against the plethora of theistic 
arguments that have been advanced, in particular on behalf of the claim that God 
exists. Fift hly, some atheists have also been concerned to advance argument on 
behalf of atheism and, in particular, on behalf of the claim that God does not 
exist. Sixthly, in the early part of the twenty-fi rst century, some ‘new’ atheists have 
attempted to advance overarching critiques of religion – not merely theistic reli-
gion – in which even moderate religious belief is characterized as barbaric super-
stition. In what follows, we shall survey all of these diff erent spheres of activity of 
atheists in the second half of the twentieth century.2

Some philosophers have taken great pains to distinguish diff erent varieties of 
non-belief, that is, diff erent ways in which philosophers who do not accept the 
claim that God exists view that claim. While we can distinguish between ‘weak 
agnosticism’, ‘strong agnosticism’, ‘weak atheism’, ‘strong atheism’ and the like, for 
the purposes of the present chapter we shall just use the term ‘atheism’ to refer to 
all of those who are non-believers, that is, all of those who fail to accept the claim 
that God exists. Given this terminological stipulation, it follows that there are 
many atheists who are also religious believers: for what unites ‘atheists’ is merely 
their failure to accept the theistic hypothesis that God exists, and there are many 
religious traditions that fail to endorse the claim that God exists.

alleged problems with religious language

One of the perennial temptations in philosophy is the thought that we can describe 
boundaries to intelligible thought and intelligible utterance that place much philo-
sophical and religious thought and talk on the wrong side of that boundary. At 
the mid-point of the twentieth century, there were two powerful philosophical 
traditions – logical positivism and ordinary-language philosophy – that endorsed 
diff erent ways of fi lling out this perennially tempting thought. Th e impact of those 
two traditions can be seen very clearly in the articles collected together in the 
infl uential anthology of Antony Flew and Alasdair McIntyre (1955).

On the logical positivist line of thought, the reason why religious claims are 
meaningless is that, while clearly not being mere truths of reason, those claims 
are insusceptible of empirical verifi cation. Th e crude articulation of this line of 
thought by A. J. Ayer (1936) went on to receive further development in the work 
of such writers as John Wisdom (1944–5) and Flew (1961, 1984), and signifi cant 

 2. Although the focus in this chapter is on developments in the English-speaking analytic 
tradition, atheism has also had a strong presence in the so-called continental tradition, 
particularly in the atheistic stream of existentialism (the most signifi cant fi gure here being 
Jean-Paul Sartre, although Simone de Beauvoir, Albert Camus and Martin Heidegger are 
also oft en placed in this group). On the fortunes of atheism in more recent continental 
philosophy, in postmodern thought especially, see Caputo (2007).
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elaboration of this type of approach can also be seen in the work of Kai Nielsen 
(1982) and Michael Martin (1990). While there has been strenuous criticisms of 
this line of thought from theistic philosophers – see, for example, Alvin Plantinga 
(1967, 2000) – it is also worth noting that many atheistic philosophers have been 
prepared to reject the view that religious claims are literally meaningless (e.g. 
Mackie 1982; Sobel 2004).

On the ordinary-language philosophy line of thought, the leading idea is that 
religious claims should be given some kind of non-cognitivist construal, that is, 
they should not be supposed to be in the business of stating facts. Th ere are many 
diff erent ways in which this fundamental idea might be further developed. On 
one way of thinking, religious assertions are expressive; for example, according 
to R. B. Braithwaite (1955), religious assertions are expressions of intentions to 
act in certain specifi ed ways. On another way of thinking, the only standards to 
which religious claims are answerable are standards that are internal to religious 
language games: there is no single conception of ‘the business of stating facts’ 
to which common sense, science and religion are all answerable. Some philoso-
phers – for example D. Z. Phillips (1976) – have supposed that this latter way 
of thinking need not be uncongenial to religion; however, others – for example 
Stephen T. Davis (2001) – have supposed that the ‘Wittgensteinian’ way with reli-
gion amounts to the embrace of atheism.

At the end of the twentieth century, there were still some atheistic philosophers 
inclined to the view that, for example, the claim that God exists is literally mean-
ingless. However, it seems safe to say that many more atheistic philosophers were 
inclined to follow the line taken by John Mackie and Jordan Howard Sobel, a line 
that leads to the search for evidence or reasons that bear on the assessment of the 
truth status of the claim that God exists.

the rise of naturalistic philosophy

One of the major post-Second World War developments in philosophy has been 
the rise to prominence of naturalism and naturalistic philosophy. While naturalis-
tically inclined philosophers disagree about many matters, they characteristically 
agree that the natural world forms a causally closed system, and that there are no 
causal exchanges that do not form part of that causally closed system. Th us, natu-
ralistically inclined philosophers typically agree that there are no supernatural 
agents – no spooks, no gods, no ghosts, no unembodied minds or souls – because 
supernatural agency, by defi nition, requires causal interactions that form no part of 
that causally closed system that is the natural world. Among the matters on which 
naturalistically inclined philosophers disagree are such questions as whether all 
that exists belongs to the natural world; whether all that exists ‘comes down’ to 
elementary particles and microphysical events; and whether there is anything that 
resists explanation by the methods that are characteristic of the natural sciences.
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In many senses, W. V. Quine is the father of modern naturalistic philosophy. 
Quine held the view that everything that belongs to the natural world ‘comes 
down’ to elementary particles and microphysical events, but he allowed that there 
are things – numbers, functions, classes – that do not belong to the natural world. 
(Alas, Quine gave no very clear account of what it is for the natural world to 
‘come down’ to elementary particles and microphysical events, a question that has 
received much closer attention in more recent times.) Furthermore, Quine gave 
special prominence to the methods that are characteristic of the natural sciences in 
the project of describing and understanding the natural world. While it is perhaps 
not quite right to say that he denied that there is anything that resists explanation 
by the methods that are characteristic of the natural sciences, he was certainly 
inclined to insist on the use of the methods that are characteristic of the natural 
sciences in a diverse range of enquiries. In particular, Quine is very well known for 
his insistence that epistemology should be ‘naturalized’, that is, for his insistence 
that epistemology should be reconceived as a scientifi c study of the relationship, 
in human beings, between the inputs of sensory experience and the neural states 
that are prompted by those inputs. Moreover, Quine is also very well known for 
his insistence that, because the idioms that we typically use in making ascriptions 
of beliefs and desires resist smooth incorporation into a properly scientifi c world-
view, those idioms should be accorded only a second-class status, and should not 
be thought fi t for the purposes of serious description and understanding of the 
world. (For a very brief outline of Quine’s beliefs, see Quine [1966].)

Aft er Quine, naturalistic philosophy has developed in various directions. Some 
naturalists hold the thesis that everything in the natural world ‘supervenes’ on 
elementary particles and microphysical events, whereas other naturalists hold 
merely that everything in the natural world is ‘constituted by’ elementary parti-
cles and microphysical events. Some naturalists suppose that there are no such 
things as numbers, functions and classes; other naturalists suppose that numbers, 
functions and classes are denizens of the natural world; and yet other naturalists 
continue to agree with Quine that numbers, functions and classes exist, but not as 
parts of the natural world, and not in such a way as to be engaged in causal inter-
action with the natural world. Some naturalists suppose that it is indeed true that 
there is nothing that resists explanation by the methods that are characteristic of 
the natural sciences; but many naturalists suppose that, at the very least, there are 
many legitimate domains of enquiry that we can pursue only via the methods of 
enquiry of the social sciences, the humanities and so forth.

Alongside the rise of naturalistic philosophy, there has been a parallel rise in 
naturalistic investigations of religious practices, customs and beliefs. While the 
project of arriving at a naturalistic explanation of religion was at least understood 
by David Hume (see Vol. 3, Ch. 19), and while various early attempts at naturalistic 
explanations of religion were enunciated during the nineteenth century, it is fair 
to say that the move to develop naturalistic explanations of religion really began 
to gather momentum towards the end of the twentieth century. In particular, the 
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close of the twentieth century saw the beginnings of some bold, interdisciplinary 
projects – drawing on anthropology, linguistics, cognitive science, neuroscience, 
evolutionary theory and a range of other disciplines – that seek to provide satis-
factory naturalistic accounts of religion. Important examples of these types of 
projects include: Th omas Lawson and Robert McCauley (1990), Pascal Boyer 
(2001), Scott Atran (2002) and Daniel Dennett (2006).

debating the burden of proof

Some atheistic philosophers – including Flew (1976) and Michael Scriven (1966) 
– have argued that there is a ‘burden of proof ’ on believers in the existence of God. 
In particular, these atheistic philosophers argue that the default position, adopted 
by all reasonable people in the absence of compelling arguments to the contrary, 
is either atheism or agnosticism. If theists cannot provide arguments that ought to 
persuade reasonable atheists to renounce their atheism and become theists then, 
on this line of thought, those theists are convicted of irrationality in their theistic 
beliefs. (Among subsequent writers, Martin [1990: 29] “remains neutral” on the 
question whether there is a presumption of atheism, but in a way that suggests 
some sympathy for the view that the ‘burden of proof ’ rests with theists. Similarly, 
Keith Parsons [1989] suggests at least some sympathy for the view that the ‘burden 
of proof ’ rests with theists.)

Against these atheistic philosophers, other atheistic philosophers have thought 
that there is something improper in the legalistic invocation of the concept of 
‘burden of proof ’ in the context of philosophical debate about the existence of 
God. Th us, for example, David Lewis (1993) ends with the observation that “some 
will want to play on by debating the burden of proof. Myself, I think that this 
pastime is as useless as it is undignifi ed” (ibid.: 172). Furthermore, other atheistic 
philosophers have worried that there is a confl ation of requirements on debate 
(argumentation) and requirements on belief at work in the suggestion that theists 
suff er under a ‘burden of proof ’. While it seems right to think that doxastic respon-
sibility requires that believers have suffi  ciently good grounds for their beliefs, it is 
not at all clear how this requirement connects to the demand that believers have 
evidence that supports their beliefs, or to the demand that believers adduce accept-
able chains of reasoning that terminate in statements of the beliefs in question, or 
to the demand that believers fi nd arguments that ought to persuade reasonable 
atheists to take on those theistic beliefs.

responding to theistic arguments

During the heyday of logical positivism and ordinary-language philosophy, phil-
osophers typically took a very dismissive view of arguments for the existence 
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of God. Consider, for example, W. T. Stace: “I simply cannot bear to discuss the 
dreary logomachy of the ontological argument. Probably Broad has completely 
demolished the argument. But I cannot bring myself to think that it needs demol-
ishing” (1959: 180). However, the last four decades of the twentieth century 
witnessed much interesting criticism of arguments for the existence of God on 
the part of atheistic philosophers of religion. Of course, this period also witnessed 
much interesting criticism of arguments for the existence of God on the part of 
theistic philosophers of religion. Th us, for example, Plantinga (1967) provides 
exemplary critiques of some of the best-known arguments for the existence of 
God. Nonetheless, much of the most interesting criticism of arguments for the 
existence of God in this period has come from the pens of atheistic philosophers.

Some of this critical work is local, and consists in the detailed criticism of a 
particular argument or family of arguments, oft en within the compass of a single 
journal article or book chapter. Examples of this kind of critical work include: 
Lewis’ (1970) discussion of Anselm’s ontological argument; William L. Rowe’s 
(1975) discussion of cosmological arguments, including arguments from contin-
gency; Michael Tooley’s (1981) discussion of Plantinga’s ontological argument; 
Paul Draper’s (1997) discussion of William Lane Craig’s kalām cosmological argu-
ment; Alan Hájek’s (2003) discussion of Pascal’s wager; and Elliott Sober’s (2003) 
discussion of the argument for design.

Some of the interesting critical work has had a wider scope, and criticizes a 
wide range of arguments for the existence of God within the bounds of a single 
work. While there are earlier attempts to provide a synoptic discussion of argu-
ments about the existence of God – as, for example, in Wallace Matson’s (1965) 
very readable, but somewhat fl awed book – the fi rst really signifi cant book of this 
kind is Mackie (1982). In that work (Th e Miracle of Th eism), Mackie provides 
careful and incisive critiques of ontological arguments, cosmological arguments, 
arguments for design, arguments from consciousness, moral arguments and 
Pascalian wagers (in the service of constructing an overall case for the conclusion 
that there is no God). Other works constructed according to a similar plan, and 
covering much of the same range of arguments, include Martin (1990), Nicholas 
Everitt (2004) and Sobel (2004). Of works in this genre, Sobel’s Logic and Th eism 
established a new benchmark: although it has a more limited range than Mackie 
(1982), Sobel (2004) provides much more painstaking and detailed analyses of the 
arguments that it covers.

Apart from books that attempt to provide overarching critiques of arguments 
for the existence of God, there are also some shorter works that aim to show that 
cases for the existence of God can be mimicked by equally good (or bad) cases for 
the existence of alternative deities, for example a perfectly evil God or a morally 
indiff erent God. A nice example of this genre is provided by Christophe New 
(1993), who provides inversions of a large family of arguments for the existence of 
God, each of which purports to establish the existence of an omnipotent, omnis-
cient and maximally evil being.
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arguing for atheism

Much of the most interesting recent work done by atheistic philosophers has 
focused on attempts to argue directly against the truth of theism (and directly 
for the truth of atheism). As in the case of responses to theistic arguments, some 
of this work has been local, focusing on particular kinds of considerations, while 
other instances of this kind of work have attempted to construct an overarching 
case for atheism (e.g. Matson 1965; Mackie 1982; Martin 1990; Le Poidevin 1996; 
Everitt 2004).

J. N. Findlay (1948) attempts an ontological disproof of the existence of God. 
While this proof is not strong – among other things, it is vitiated by reliance on a 
conventionalist conception of necessity – it does point the way towards an inter-
esting global criticism of ontological arguments for the existence of God: in a 
large range of cases, ontological arguments for the existence of God can be ‘paral-
leled’ by arguments for the conclusion that God does not exist. Findlay himself 
quickly gave up on his ontological disproof; and perhaps there has been no subse-
quent atheist philosopher who has supposed that there are successful ontological 
disproofs of the existence of God. Nonetheless, many atheistic philosophers have 
supposed that most (if not all) ontological arguments for the existence of God are 
disabled by these ‘parallel’ arguments for the conclusion that God does not exist.

Quentin Smith (1991) attempts a cosmological disproof of the existence of 
God, drawing on contemporary cosmological theorizing. In particular, Smith 
argues that there is some kind of inconsistency between big bang cosmology 
and theism. Given the fl uid state of contemporary cosmological theorizing, it is 
unclear how much importance could be attributed to Smith’s argument even if it 
were otherwise unexceptionable. And, in any case, there is much else in Smith’s 
argument that has proven to be controversial. Other atheist authors have hinted 
at diff erent cosmological disproofs of the existence of God: there are arguments in 
William L. Rowe (1975) that suggest that considerations about contingency point 
strongly to the conclusion that God does not exist. Here, the idea is roughly this: if 
there is contingency, then there is brute, unexplained initial contingency. Th eism 
is committed both to the claim that there is contingency – this is required by the 
assumption that we have libertarian freedom – and to the claim that there is no 
brute, unexplained initial contingency – this is required by the assumption that 
God provides a complete explanation for the existence and nature of the world 
even though there is no contingency in God.

Wesley C. Salmon (1979) attempts a teleological disproof of the existence of 
God. Salmon’s proof is elaborated into a whole battery of teleological disproofs 
in Martin (1990). Th e idea behind this style of disproof is that we have inductive 
evidence – based on universal human experience – that certain kinds of created 
entities are typically created by creators with certain kinds of properties. Given 
that the universe is an entity of the kind in question, we can infer that if it has a 
creator, then that creator has the properties in question: embodiment, fallibility, 
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fi nitude, being a worker with pre-existing materials, being one member of a crea-
tive team, and so forth. But a creator with these properties would not be the God 
of monotheistic religions. Everitt (2004) gives an argument from scale that runs 
along somewhat similar lines. Here, the motivating question is whether one would 
expect the God of traditional theism to create the kind of universe in which we 
actually live; and the line that Everitt takes is that more or less everything that 
modern science tells us about the size and scale and nature of the universe reveals 
that universe to be strikingly inapt as an expression of a set of divine intentions of 
the kind that is postulated by traditional theism.

Perhaps predictably, many of the direct arguments that recent atheistic phil-
osophers have launched against theism have involved considerations about evil. 
Mackie (1955) launched an intensive investigation of logical arguments from evil: 
of arguments that purport to show that there is a logical inconsistency between 
the claim that God exists and some well-established claim about evil (e.g. that 
there is evil in the world, or that there is moral evil in the world, or that there is 
horrendous evil in the world, or the like). While many theists suppose that these 
kinds of arguments are defeated by the free will defence elaborated by Plantinga 
(1965), there are some atheist philosophers who continue to pursue and defend 
logical arguments from evil (see e.g. Gale 1991).

Rowe (1979) provoked a similarly intensive investigation of evidential argu-
ments from evil: of arguments that purport to show that the claim that God exists is 
implausible, or improbable, or not worthy of belief, in the light of certain evidence 
about the nature and extent of kinds of evil in our universe. On Rowe’s account, 
it is highly improbable that particular instances of the suff ering of animals and 
young children would be permitted by an all-powerful, all-knowing and perfectly 
good God. While some theists have maintained that Rowe’s evidential argument 
from evil is in no better shape than Mackie’s logical argument from evil – see, for 
example, the theistic contributions to Daniel Howard-Snyder (1996) – there are 
many atheist philosophers who continue to think that Rowe’s evidential argument 
from evil does embody powerful grounds for atheism.

Draper (1989) presents another kind of evidential argument from evil. On 
Draper’s account, there is good prima facie reason to reject theism deriving from 
the negative evidential impact on theism of the observations that we make, and 
the testimony that we encounter, concerning human and animal experiences of 
pain and pleasure. (Th e observations that we make, and the testimony that we 
encounter, concerning human and animal experiences of pain and pleasure, are 
much more likely on the hypothesis that neither the nature nor the condition of 
sentient beings on earth is the result of benevolent or malevolent actions performed 
by non-human persons, than they are on the hypothesis that the nature and condi-
tion of sentient beings on earth is the result of the actions of an omnipotent, omnis-
cient and perfectly good God.) Draper’s argument has occasioned a considerable 
amount of critical discussion from theistic philosophers such as Plantinga and 
Howard-Snyder; it seems doubtful that this discussion has yet been exhausted.
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Th ere are other arguments that atheists have mounted against theism that are 
not strictly speaking arguments from evil, but which are arguments in the same 
ballpark. So, for example, John Schellenberg (1993) mounts a sustained argument 
against the existence of God on the grounds of divine hiddenness: if there were 
an omnipotent, omniscient and perfectly good God, surely there would be much 
better evidence available to all of the existence of such a being. Similarly, Th eodore 
Drange (1998) mounts an argument against the existence of God on the grounds of 
non-belief: if there were an omnipotent, omniscient and perfectly good God, surely 
there would not be so many reasonable, intelligent and well-informed people who 
fail to believe that God exists. Th e arguments of Schellenberg and Drange have 
both been widely discussed; see, for example, Howard-Snyder and Paul Moser 
(2002), for a selection of critical responses to Schellenberg’s argument.

Apart from logical arguments from evil, there are other arguments that purport 
to raise logical diffi  culties for theism. Mackie (1955) also initiated contemporary 
debate about the paradoxes of omnipotence: what should a theist say in response 
to the question whether God can make a stone so heavy that God is unable to 
lift  that stone? (On the one hand, if God cannot make such a stone, then there is 
something God cannot do, and so God is not omnipotent. On the other hand, if 
God can make such a stone, then there is something that God cannot do, namely, 
lift  the stone that God is able to make.) While this simple version of the paradox 
of omnipotence seems easily met – not even God can be expected to do that 
which is logically impossible, and at least one half of the dilemma prompted by 
our question implicitly requires God to do something that is logically impossible 
– discussion of more complex versions of this argument has continued into the 
twenty-fi rst century.

Patrick Grim (1983) is the fi rst of a series of papers that develops arguments for 
the conclusion that it is impossible for there to be an omniscient being. According 
to Grim, the very notion of omniscience is beset by logical paradox: there is no 
collection of truths that could form the object of knowledge of an omniscient 
being; and, besides, there are perspective-dependent truths that can be grasped 
only from perspectives other than the one that would be occupied by God (if 
there were such a being). While Grim has pursued his arguments in debate with 
numerous theistic opponents – including, notably, Plantinga (see Plantinga & 
Grim 1993) – it is probably fair to say that his arguments have not found as much 
support as the corresponding arguments that have been developed in connection 
with the notion of divine omnipotence.

Of course, there are many other arguments that are taken to raise logical prob-
lems for theism. Th ere are questions about divine foreknowledge and human 
freedom; see John Martin Fischer (1994) for contributions by some contemporary 
atheists to this debate. Th ere are questions about divine freedom; Rowe (2004) 
marks one recent attempt to argue that an omnipotent, omniscient and perfectly 
good being could not have the kind of freedom that is required for moral respon-
sibility, praise and gratitude. Th ere are also many questions about less commonly 
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discussed divine attributes, and particular theological doctrines. So, to take a 
small number of examples among many: Richard M. Gale (1991) argues for the 
claim that the doctrine of divine simplicity is incoherent; Martin (1997) argues 
that there are many logical diffi  culties in the traditional theistic conception of 
heaven; and Lewis (1997) argues that the doctrine of the atonement is not worthy 
of belief. One of the interesting developments in analytic philosophy of religion 
in the latter part of the twentieth century has been the wider range of topics that 
have been investigated using the tools of analytical philosophy: this broadening 
of range has been true of atheistically motivated philosophers no less than it has 
been true of theistically motivated philosophers.

the ‘new’ atheism

Th e beginning of the new millennium has witnessed a perhaps unexpected surge 
in public enthusiasm for books that take a highly critical view of theism, and of 
religion in general. Works by the ‘new atheists’ – Richard Dawkins, Sam Harris, 
Christopher Hitchens, Michel Onfrey, Anthony Grayling, Daniel Dennett, and 
others – have found a large global audience, oft en occupying prominent positions 
in bestseller lists.

Th e works of these ‘new atheists’ have been written against the background of 
broader changes in attitudes towards religion and religious belief over the course 
of the second half of the twentieth century. Census fi gures across the Western 
world indicate that, for much of the latter half of the twentieth century, organized 
religion was in something approaching decline. While there was some increase in 
the number of those claiming to have no religion, there was much greater increase 
in the number of those who claimed to belong to no organized religion. Church 
numbers maintained a steady downwards slide; and the percentage of people who 
attended church only very infrequently continued to increase.

Of course, these general trends were not uniform. Moreover, and more impor-
tantly, even while the overall trends indicated that organized religion was in 
decline, these trends were not necessarily replicated in the fortunes of the evan-
gelical branches of at least some of the major religions. In particular, in the United 
States, the last part of the twentieth century witnessed strong gains for evangelical 
Christianity, especially in the so-called ‘red’ states. As evangelical Christians came 
to have more infl uence on the Republican party and its policies, the infl uence 
of evangelical Christian beliefs could be discerned in a diverse range of social 
trends: a greater push for evangelical Christian home schooling (and schooling 
outside the public education system); more intense evangelical Christian oppos-
ition to legal recognition of gay relationships and other legal entitlements for gay 
couples; greatly increased evangelical Christian support for equal recognition of 
the theory of intelligent design in public school biology classes; massive diversion 
of public funds from secular social service organizations to evangelical Christian 
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organizations under the label of ‘faith-based initiatives’; increased evangelical 
Christian promotion of ‘abstinence only’ sex education programmes in public 
schools; and so on across the full range of evangelical Christian activity.

In other parts of the world, the latter part of the twentieth century witnessed 
gains for evangelical branches of other major world religions. In particular, evan-
gelical Islam made considerable gains in many corners of the globe – in the 
Middle East, Africa and Asia – and there were also some gains for evangelical 
Hinduism, most notably in India. And, along with the rise of support for evan-
gelical forms of several of the major world religions, there has also been a rise in 
political and social tensions – and, in many cases, political and social violence 
– in which matters of evangelical religious disagreement have played some kind 
of role. While the causal aetiology is unclear, it is uncontroversial that evangel-
ical religion is one of the causal factors involved in, for example, the rise of Al 
Qaeda, the 9/11 attacks, suicide bombings in the Middle East and skirmishes on 
the India/Pakistan border.

Writers such as Harris (2005, 2006), Hitchens (2007) and Dawkins (2006) 
argue, not only that the recent rise of evangelical religion marks a serious slide 
back towards a dark and barbarous past, but that even religious moderation 
marks a set of irresponsible cultural and intellectual accommodations with a 
best-rejected ancient heritage. In their view, teaching the beliefs of evangelical 
religionists to children is tantamount to child abuse; and, in general, “religious 
faith represents so uncompromising a misuse of the power of our minds that it 
forms a kind of perverse cultural singularity – a vanishing point beyond which 
rational discourse proves impossible” (Harris 2005: 25). Critics of the ‘new athe-
ists’ have not been slow to wonder at the sheer magnitude of the assertions that 
the ‘new atheists’ make: in claiming that even religious moderates are irrational 
in their religious beliefs, the ‘new atheists’ commit themselves to the view that 
more than 90 per cent of all the adults on the planet have simply irrational reli-
gious beliefs.

While it certainly should not be supposed that all atheists are enthusiastic 
supporters of the ‘new atheists’, it seems plausible to suppose that the ‘new atheism’ 
will occupy a prominent position in academic debates about religion and religious 
belief in the immediate future. Indeed, because – at least in the area of philosophy 
– evangelical Christians have made considerable inroads into the academy (partic-
ularly, but not only, in the United States), one expects that arguments involving 
the ‘new atheists’ will grow even noisier in the coming years.
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chronology

 1900 Death of Friedrich Nietzsche (see Vol. 4, Ch. 18), who spent his last eleven years as an 
invalid.

  Max Planck discovers the law of blackbody radiation that ushers in quantum theory, 
earning Plank the Nobel Prize for Physics in 1918.

 1901 Rudolf Steiner founds anthroposophy.
  Australia passes Immigration Restriction Act to underpin its White Australia Policy.
 1902 Women in Australia gain voting rights.
  William James publishes his Giff ord Lectures as Th e Varieties of Religious Experience.
 1903 A wave of anti-Jewish pogroms start in Russia.
  Emmeline Pankhurst, British woman suff ragist, founds the Women’s Social and Political 

Union.
 1905 Albert Einstein’s ‘annus mirabilis’, the year in which he publishes four papers that revo-

lutionized physics, one of which includes his formulation of the equivalence of mass and 
energy (E = mc2).

 1906 Birth of Emmanuel Levinas, French philosopher who developed an ethical form of 
phenomenology.

  Albert Schweitzer publishes Th e Quest of the Historical Jesus.
  Gandhi launches a programme of passive resistance in South Africa in response to 

discrimination against the Indian minority.
 1908 Earthquake kills 200,000 in Sicily and southern Italy.
  Gideon’s International begins to distribute free Bibles.
  Death of Edward Caird (see Vol. 4, Ch. 16).
 1909 Birth of Simone Weil, French social philosopher and mystic.
  Louis Bleriot makes the fi rst aeroplane fl ight across the English Channel.
  Einstein introduces the concept of wave–particle duality in physics.
 1910 Birth of A. J. Ayer, leading representative of logical positivism.
  Deaths of William James, best known in philosophy for his pragmatism and ‘radical 

empiricism’, and Leo Tolstoy, author of War and Peace and Anna Karenina.
  China abolishes slavery.
  Establishment of the fi rst kibbutz in Palestine.
 1911 Death of Dilthey (see Vol. 4, Ch. 15).
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  American archaeologist Hiram Bingham discovers Machu Picchu, the site of ancient 
Inca ruins in the Peruvian Andes.

 1912 Carl Jung publishes Th e Psychology of the Unconscious, resulting in a formal break with 
Sigmund Freud.

  Formation of the precursor to the African National Congress, dedicated to the abolition 
of apartheid in South Africa.

 1913 British geologist Arthur Holmes publishes Th e Age of the Earth, estimating the Earth to 
be 1.6 billion years old, far older than had been believed (the Earth is now believed to be 
4.55 billion years old).

 1914  Death of Peirce (see Vol. 4, Ch. 17).
  Th e assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand of Austria precipitates the First World 

War.
 1915 German meteorologist and geophysicist Alfred Wegener publishes his theory of conti-

nental drift .
 1916 Death of Royce (see Vol. 4, Ch. 19).
  Assassination of Russian peasant and mystic Grigory Rasputin.
  Easter Rising in Ireland in which republicans aimed to end British rule.
  Launch of Cabaret Voltaire nightclub in Zurich, which played an important part in the 

formation of the Dada art movement.
 1917 Death of Durkheim (see Vol. 4, Ch. 21).
  October revolution in Russia, led by Vladimir Lenin.
  Execution of Dutch dancer Mata Hari by the French on charges of spying for Germany 

during the First World War.
  US Congress legislates for Prohibition.
 1918 Spanish fl u pandemic, resulting in approximately 50 million deaths worldwide.
  Th e armistice treaty is signed between the Allies and Germany, bringing the First World 

War to an end.
 1919 Establishment of the League of Nations, precursor of the United Nations.
 1920 Th e Nineteenth Amendment to the US Constitution guarantees votes for women.
 1921 Birth of William P. Alston, American philosopher who has made infl uential contribu-

tions to philosophy of language, epistemology and Christian philosophy.
  Publication (in German) of Wittgenstein’s Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus.
 1922  Birth of John Hick, English philosopher of religion best known for his work on the 

problem of evil and defence of religious pluralism.
  Moscow proclaims the creation of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR).
 1923 Martin Buber publishes I and Th ou.
  Conclusion of the Irish Civil War.
  Hyper-infl ation in Germany, leading to economic collapse.
 1925 Prosecution of John Scopes in Dayton, Tennessee, for teaching evolutionary theory to 

schoolchildren.
  Publication of the fi rst volume of Adolf Hitler’s Mein Kampf.
  Publication of Franz Kafk a’s Th e Trial.
 1927 Werner Heisenberg announces the uncertainty principle.
  Martin Heidegger publishes Being and Time.
 1928 Birth of Mary Daly, radical feminist philsopher and theologian who taught at Boston 

College for thirty-three years.
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  Publication of the fi nal volume of Havelock Ellis’ seven-volume groundbreaking Studies 
in the Psychology of Sex.

  Egyptian religious and political leader Hassan al-Banna founds the Muslim Brother-
hood.

 1929 Lateran Treaty establishes papal sovereignty over Vatican City.
  Heinrich Himmler assumes command of the German SS.
  Edwin Hubble demonstrates the expansion of the universe.
  Th e Wall Street stock market crashes, initiating the Great Depression.
 1930 Birth of Jacques Derrida, French philosopher of deconstruction.
  Gandhi leads the Dandi Salt March, drawing worldwide attention to the Indian inde-

pendence movement.
 1931 Death of American inventor Th omas Edison.
  Japanese occupation of Manchuria in north-east China.
 1932 Birth of Alvin Plantinga, Professor of Philosophy at the University of Notre Dame and 

widely considered as one of the leading Christian philosophers today.
 1933 Hitler becomes chancellor of Germany, and fi ve weeks later the fi rst Nazi concentration 

camp in Germany is established at Dachau.
 1934 Birth of Richard Swinburne, Nolloth Professor of the Philosophy of the Christian 

Religion at the University of Oxford (1985–2002) and regarded as one of the world’s 
foremost defenders of natural theology.

  Chinese Communists under Mao Zedong begin the massive military retreat from 
Jiangxi to Shaanxi, known as the Long March.

 1935 Nuremberg laws strip Jews of their German citizenship.
  Italy, under fascist leader Benito Mussolini, invades Ethiopia.
  Joseph Stalin initiates ‘Great Terror’ campaign, including ‘show trials’ of leading 

Communists and the arrest and execution of millions of people from all sections of 
Soviet society.

 1936 Ayer publishes Language, Truth, and Logic. 
  Start of the Spanish Civil War.
  Germany and Japan establish a pact against the Soviet Union.
 1937 Th e Basque town Guernica is heavily bombed by German planes in support of Franco’s 

forces during the Spanish Civil War, an incident that inspired Pablo Picasso’s famous 
painting, Guernica.

  Japanese troops occupy Nanjing and massacre up to 300,000 civilians.
 1938 Saudi Arabia begins to export oil;.
  Th e Dust Bowl crisis in the Great Plains of the United States reaches a peak.
  Th e Nazi Kristallnacht pogrom results in the destruction of Jewish property and the 

arrest and deportation of thousands of Jews to concentration camps.
 1939 Death of Sigmund Freud (see Vol. 4, Ch. 20), founder of psychoanalysis.
  Hitler orders the invasion of Poland, and in response Great Britain and France declare 

war on Germany, thus initiating the Second World War.
 1940 End of the Winter War between the Soviet Union and Finland. 
  Allied troops are evacuated from Dunkirk to England in a fl otilla of hastily assembled 

boats, and the German air force carpet bombs Coventry and assails London in the Battle 
of Britain and the Blitz.

  Assassination of Leon Trotsky, presumably on Stalin’s orders.
  Discovery of prehistoric cave paintings at Lascaux, southwestern France.
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 1941 Death of Henri Bergson, French philosopher and winner of 1927 Nobel Prize for 
Literature.

  Th e Soviet Union is invaded by the Axis powers in Operation Barbarossa, and Japanese 
aeroplanes attack Pearl Harbour, thus bringing the US into the war.

  Hermann Göring commissions Reinhard Heydrich to carry out a “fi nal solution to the 
Jewish question”.

 1942 C. S. Lewis publishes Th e Screwtape Letters.
  Gandhi launches the Quit India Movement to campaign for Indian independence.
  Initiation of the Manhattan Project to develop the fi rst atomic bomb.
  Fall of Singapore to the Japanese army.
 1943 Death of Weil.
  Jean-Paul Sartre publishes Being and Nothingness.
  Th e Battle of Stalingrad ends with the surrender of German forces and the Allies invade 

Italy, leading to the fall of Mussolini, with Italy then becoming a battleground between 
Allied and German forces.

 1944 Invasion of Normandy by Allied forces, the Blitz continues with V1 and V2 fl ying bombs 
used in raids on London and the fi rst wave of Japanese kamikaze missions takes place 
against the Allies in the Pacifi c campaign.

  From May 1942 to September 1944, more than 4,200,000 Jews are killed in such death 
camps as Auschwitz, Treblinka, Belzec, Chelmno, Majdanek and Sobibor.

  Establishment of the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund.
 1945 Death of US president, Franklin D. Roosevelt.
  Allied fi rebombing of Dresden. Aft er atomic bombs are dropped on Hiroshima and, 

three days later, on Nagasaki, Japan surrenders signalling the end of the Second World 
War, the bloodiest confl ict in history.

  Karl Popper publishes Th e Open Society and Its Enemies.
 1946 Th e world’s fi rst peacetime atomic weapons test is conducted at Bikini Atoll in the 

central Pacifi c Ocean.
  Th e Nuremberg Trials against former Nazi leaders are concluded.
 1947 Death of Alfred North Whitehead, professor of mathematics and philosophy.
  Primo Levi, Italian chemist of Jewish descent and survivor of Auschwitz, publishes his 

fi rst memoir, If Th is Is a Man.
  Discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls.
 1948 Th e cold war intensifi es with the Soviet Union’s blockade of Berlin.
  Th e state of Israel is proclaimed, leading to the immediate invasion of Israel by the 

armies of fi ve Arab states.
  Th e Universal Declaration of Human Rights is ratifi ed by the UN.
  Establishment of the World Council of Churches.
  Gandhi is assassinated by a Hindu extremist.
 1949 Th e United States and its European allies form the North Atlantic Treaty Organization 

(NATO).
  Establishment of the People’s Republic of China under Chairman Mao.
  Th e Soviets explode their fi rst atomic warhead, thus ending the American monopoly on 

the atomic bomb.
  Simone de Beauvoir publishes feminist classic, Th e Second Sex.
 1950  Th e Soviet-supported communist government of North Korea invades US-supported 

South Korea in 1950, setting off  the Korean War.
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 1951 Death of Ludwig Wittgenstein in Cambridge, his last words being, “Tell them I’ve had 
a wonderful life!”

 1952 Death of John Dewey, American philosopher and educator.
  Mother Teresa opens a hospice in Calcutta for the terminally ill.
 1953 Death of Soviet dictator Stalin.
  End of the Korean War.
  Watson and Crick report double-helical structure of DNA.
 1954 Sun Myung Moon launches the Unifi cation Church.
 1955 Death of Einstein, the most infl uential physicist of the twentieth century, best known for 

his special and general theories of relativity.
 1956 Mao’s Hundred Flowers Campaign begins, granting Chinese greater freedom of speech.
  Anti-Communist revolution in Hungary is brutally suppressed by Soviet troops.
  In the Suez Crisis in Egypt, British and French forces are dispatched to occupy the canal 

zone, but are later forced to withdraw.
 1957 Establishment of the European Economic Community.
  Launch of the Sputnik satellite by Soviet Union, inaugurating the space age.
 1959 Fidel Castro comes to power in Cuba.
 1961 East Germany erects the Berlin Wall.
 1962 Death of Niels Bohr, the Danish physicist who played a leading role in the development 

of quantum theory.
  Th e Second Vatican Council is convened by Pope John XXIII.
  Adolf Eichmann is hanged by the state of Israel for his part in the Holocaust.
 1963 US president John F. Kennedy is assassinated during a motorcade in Dallas.
 1964 Th e Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) is formed.
  Nelson Mandela is sentenced to life imprisonment and is incarcerated at Robben Island 

Prison in South Africa.
 1965 Deaths of religious existentialists Martin Buber and Paul Tillich, and of Winston 

Churchill, British prime minister during the Second World War.
  Assassination of the African-American Muslim leader, Malcolm X.
  Escalation of the US military engagement in Vietnam.
 1966 Start of the Cultural Revolution in China.
 1967 Communist guerrilla leader Che Guevara is captured and executed in Bolivia.
 1968 Death of Karl Barth, Swiss Protestant theologian and author of the monumental Church 

Dogmatics.
  Assassination of US civil rights leader Martin Luther King, Jr.
  Massacre of Vietnamese civilians by US soldiers at My Lai.
  Warsaw Pact troops invade Czechoslovakia.
 1969 Death of Karl Jaspers, German philosopher and one of the founders of existentialism.
  Design of the fi rst programmable computer microchip.
  Woodstock Music Festival is attended by some 400,000 people.
 1970 Death of Bertrand Russell, leading British philosopher, mathematician and social 

reformer.
  Germaine Greer publishes Th e Female Eunuch.
 1971 Founding of Greenpeace.
  Idi Amin seizes control in Uganda and establishes a brutal dictatorship.
  Civil war escalates in East Pakistan, leading to the independence of Bangladesh.
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 1972 British troops kill thirteen civilians in Londonderry, Northern Ireland on ‘Bloody 
Sunday’.

 1973 Death of Jacques Maritain, French Th omist philosopher.
  Death of Pablo Picasso, one of the greatest and most infl uential artists of the twentieth 

century and the founder (with Georges Braque) of cubism.
  Yom Kippur War between the Arab states and Israel.
  Roe v. Wade establishes abortion rights for women in the US.
 1974 Augusto Pinochet comes to power in Chile.
  Th e Watergate scandal leads to the resignation of US president Richard Nixon.
 1975 Th e Khmer Rouge, under the leadership of Pol Pot, takes power in Cambodia, launching 

reign of terror during which as many as 1.5 million Cambodians died.
  Bill Gates and Paul Allen found Microsoft .
 1976 Death of Martin Heidegger, widely infl uential German philosopher oft en considered a 

founder of existentialism, and death of the chairman of the Chinese Communist Party, 
Mao Zedong.

 1977 Death in police custody of Steve Biko, South African political leader who founded a 
national “black consciousness” movement to combat racism and apartheid.

 1978 Louise Brown becomes the world’s fi rst baby to be conceived by in vitro fertilization 
(IVF).

 1979 Th e Khmer Rouge government is overthrown by invading Vietnamese troops.
  Sandinistas take power in Nicaragua, ending forty-six years of dictatorship by the 

Somoza family.
  Soviet troops invade Afghanistan.
 1980 Death of Jean-Paul Sartre, popular French existentialist whose funeral was attended by 

25,000 people.
  Iraq, under the leadership of Saddam Hussein, invades Iran.
 1981 Investigators in New York and California report the fi rst offi  cial case of AIDS (since then 

some 25 million people have died of the disease).
 1982 Th e Falklands War between the United Kingdom and Argentina.
 1983 US-led invasion of Grenada in the West Indies overthrows military coup.
  French and American researchers identify the HIV virus.
  Gerry Adams becomes president of Sinn Fein, the political wing of the Irish Republican 

Army (IRA).
 1984 Assassination of Indian prime minister Indira Gandhi by Sikh extremists.
  Devastating famine in Ethiopia.
 1985 In the Iran-Contra aff air the US National Security Council sells weapons to Iran and the 

funds are given to the Contras, the US-backed rebels fi ghting to overthrow the Marxist-
oriented Sandinista government of Nicaragua.

  Mikhail Gorbachev is appointed general secretary of the Soviet Communist party.
 1986 Th e core module of the Soviet Mir space station is launched into Earth orbit.
  A nuclear power station explodes at Chernobyl.
 1987 Foundation of Hamas, militant Palestinian Islamic movement.
  Signifi cant US stock market collapse.
 1988 End of the protracted Iran–Iraq War.
  Iraqi forces quell Kurdish resistance using chemical weapons.
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  Auung San Suu Kyi forms opposition party, the National League for Democracy, in 
Myanmar (Burma).

  Pan Am fl ight 103 is brought down by terrorists near Lockerbie, Scotland, killing all 259 
passengers and crew members.

 1989 Death of Ayer.
  Ayatollah Khomeini issues a fatwa against Salman Rushdie for allegedly having blas-

phemed Islam in his novel Th e Satanic Verses.
  Th e Soviet Union completes the withdrawal of troops from Afghanistan.
  Demonstrations in Tiananmen Square are forcibly repressed by the Chinese govern-

ment, with the loss of hundreds of lives.
  Th e communist regime of Romanian leader Nicolae Ceausescu is overthrown.
 1990 Nelson Mandela is released from prison.
  Th e Hubble Space Telescope is placed into orbit abound the Earth.
  More than 100,000 people participate in a pro-democracy rally in Moscow.
  Iraq invades Kuwait, leading to the First Gulf War.
  Th e Human Genome Project starts.
 1991 Slovenia and Croatia declare their secession from the Yugoslav federation, inaugurating 

civil war.
  Th e US-led coalition defeats Iraq and liberates Kuwait.
  Gorbachev resigns as president of the Soviet Union, and the Commonwealth of 

Independent States (comprising Russia and eleven other former Soviet republics) 
replaces the crumbling Soviet Union.

 1992 Civil war and devastating famine in Somalia, leading to interventions by United Nations 
and United States.

  Th e Church of England votes to ordain women as priests.
  Th e European Union (EU) is created.
 1993 Eighty members of the Branch Davidian religious sect are killed aft er a fi ft y-one-day 

standoff  near Waco, Texas.
  In the Israel–PLO accords, Israel recognizes the PLO and agrees to implement limited 

self-rule for Palestinians in the West Bank and Gaza Strip.
 1994 Rwanda genocide, with more than 800,000 civilians, primarily Tutsi, killed.
  Russian troops enter Chechnya.
  In South Africa’s fi rst multiracial elections, marking the end of apartheid, the African 

National Congress (led by Nelson Mandela) lands an overwhelming victory.
 1995 Death of Levinas.
  Bosnian Serbs massacre thousands of Muslims in Srebrenica.
  A terrorist attack in Oklahoma city kills 168 people.
  Israeli prime minister Yitzhak Rabin is assassinated.
 1996  Birth of Dolly the sheep, the fi rst clone of an adult mammal.
  Th e Taliban captures Kabul and gains eff ective control of Afghanistan.
 1997 Th e Kyoto Protocol is adopted, with the aim of reducing the emission of gases that 

contribute to global warming.
 1998 Suharto is forced from offi  ce in Indonesia.
  Terrorist bombing of US embassies in Kenya and Tanzania.
  Fighting between Serbs and Albanians escalates in Kosovo.
 1999 Eleven EU nations adopt the Euro as their shared currency.
 2000  Death of Charles Hartshorne, American process philosopher and theologian, and W. V. 

Quine, infl uential Harvard philosopher and logician.
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  George W. Bush wins presidency aft er one of the closest and most controversial elec-
tions in American history.

 2001 Netherlands becomes the fi rst country to legalize euthanasia.
  Ancient statues of the Buddha are destroyed by the Taliban in Afghanistan.
  Th e former president of Serbia and Yugoslavia Slobodan Milosevic is arrested and later 

turned over to the UN war crimes tribunal in Th e Hague.
  Terrorist attacks against the World Trade Center and the Pentagon, on 11 September.
  Th e American energy company Enron, one of the most successful companies in the 

world, fi les for bankruptcy as revelations of systematic corruption and mismanagement 
followed.

 2002 Th e US invasion of Afghanistan removes the Taliban from power.
  Alleged al-Qaeda terrorists are detained at the US military prison at Guantánamo Bay.
  Th e civil war in Sierra Leone ends.
 2003 Genocidal civil war in the Darfur region of Sudan.
  In the Second Gulf War, the US-led invasion of Iraq deposes dictator Saddam Hussein.
 2004 Death of Derrida.
  Multiple bomb blasts in Madrid kill at least two hundred rail commuters.
  Photographs of US soldiers abusing Iraqi prisoners in Abu Ghraib prison near Baghdad 

are published.
  More than 300 people, nearly half of them children, die as Chechen rebels seize a school 

in the town of Beslan.
  An earthquake measuring 9.0 on the Richter scale strikes the fl oor of the Indian Ocean, 

unleashing a tsunami on the shores of Indonesia, Sri Lanka, South India, Th ailand and 
other countries, killing over 200,000 people and leaving many more homeless.

 2005  Death of Pope John Paul II
  Suicide bomb attacks in London kill fi ft y-two people.
  Hurricane Katrina causes widespread damage and loss of life in Gulf Coast region of the 

United States, especially in New Orleans.
  Eighty thousand people die in an earthquake in Kashmir.
 2006 Saddam Hussein is executed in Baghdad aft er being convicted of crimes against 

humanity.
  North Korea conducts missile and nuclear tests.
  War breaks out in Somalia.
 2007 Assassination of former prime minister of Pakistan, Benazir Bhutto, the fi rst woman 

leader of a Muslim nation in modern history.
 2008 Global fi nancial crisis is triggered, with the US government creating a $700 billion 

Treasury fund to purchase failing bank assets.
  Barack Obama wins the US presidential election, becoming the fi rst African-American 

president.
  Fidel Castro resigns as president of Cuba.
 2009 Victoria undergoes the deadliest bushfi res in Australia’s history.
  Outbreak of swine fl u pandemic.
  Civil unrest in Iran following the presidential election.

Death of William Alston
 2010 230,000 die in Haiti earthquake.
  Sovereign debt crises in Greece, Ireland, Portugal, Spain, and other European countries.
  780,000 cubic metre oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico.
  Death of Mary Daly.
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 2011 Tsunami kills 16,000 and triggers Fukushima nuclear power plant meltdown in Japan.
  World population reaches 7 billion.
  Deaths of Osama bin Laden (founder of al-Qaeda), Kim Jong Il (ruler of North Korea), 

and Muammar al-Qaddafi  (leader of Libya).
 2012 Death of John Hick.   
  Aung San Suu Kyi of Myanmar (Burma), aft er spending much of the past two decades 

under house arrest, is fi nally permitted to receive the Nobel Peace Prize she was 
awarded in 1991 “for her non-violent struggle for democracy and human rights.”

  CERN announces discovery of the long-sought Higgs boson, the so-called ‘God 
particle’.
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