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Preface 

The word postmodernism has been so widely used in the past decade that it 
has become virtually a household word. The literature on it is immense, and 
it is the popular topic of discussions at many cocktail parties and coffee cir­
cles. Yet the discussion is sometimes poorly informed. In many cases, there 
is not a real acquaintance with what the sources of postmodern thought 
have actually said. Many of the commentaries upon and responses to post­
modernism have been either uncritically accepting or strongly negative. As 
a corrective, we need to distinguish between postmodernism and postmo-
dernity. Roughly, the former is the intellectual beliefs of a specific period, 
while the latter is the cultural phenomenon thereof. 

This book is an attempt at an in-depth introduction to the movement 
known as postmodernism, 7b do this, I examine the background factors 
that preceded postmodernism, and the intellectual developments that 
have contributed to it. Early in my graduate study I was taught that one 
should let the best representatives, the most capable and influential mem­
bers of the movement, speak for it. This is the aim of the first part of this 
book. 

I have tried to acquaint readers with the content and even to some extent 
the style, of the intellectual leaders of postmodernism. I then attempt to 
evaluate postmodernism, both positively and negatively, before going on to 
offer a constructive approach that takes into account its strengths and unde­
niable insights, while avoiding its more problematic features. On the basis of 
the belief that postmodernism itself is not the final answer to the issues it 
attempts to address, I have sought to take the first steps toward a "postpost-
modernism." 

One immediate difficulty we encounter in attempting an effort of this 
type is the claim of postmodernism that there is no neutral ground to 
occupy in understanding and evaluating a given ideology, including itself. 
How, then, can I purport to perform such an analysis and evaluation? 

It is at this point that I would ask any reader to ask carefully about the 
process of communication. How is it that postmodern authors can attempt 
to communicate and engage in dialogue with those whose thought is of a dif­
ferent paradigm and vice versa? The point I am raising and will ultimately 
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press at some length is this: when two persons from different paradigms 
engage in discussion, what paradigm does their discussion utilize? Or, to put 
it differently, when we discuss modernism and postmodernism, what is the 
status of that discussion itself: is it modernist, postmodernist, or something 
entirely different? I once raised that question in a panel discussion on post­
modernism, and received the response from one panel member, "I don't 
understand the question." That, however, is the question that must be asked. 

It goes without saying that any conception should be able to apply its 
principles to itself. One reviewer of a secondary work on postmodernism 
complained that the author simply assumed modernism, failing to see that 
"every reading is a misreading." Unfortunately, the reviewer neglected to 
see or admit that on that principle, his own reading of the book he was 
reviewing was also a misreading. It is this predicament that calls for the last 
section of this book. 

I wish to express my appreciation to all who have contributed to this vol­
ume. I am especially indebted to the students in my class on postmodern­
ism and the Christian faith at Western Seminary, Portland, during the fall 
semester of 1998, and at Truett Seminary, Baylor University, in the January 
term, 1999, for their questions and comments. Several chapters of this book 
have been presented to learned societies: chapter twelve as a plenary paper 
before the southwestern regional meeting of the Evangelical Theological 
Society at New Orleans, Louisiana, March 26, 1999, and the far west regional, 
La Mirada, California, April 23, 1999. Chapter ten was presented at the annual 
national meeting of the Evangelical Theological Society, Orlando, Florida, 
November 19, 1998, and chapters fourteen and fifteen as a plenary address 
to the national annual meeting of the Evangelical Theological Society, Dan-
vers, Massachusetts, November 18, 1999. The questions and comments 
offered on those occasions were very helpful to me in refining the material. 
I have also benefited greatly from numerous discussions with colleagues, 
students, and friends, on the topic of postmodernism. Maria den Boer has 
improved the style with her skillful copyediting. Finally, I wish to thank the 
editorial staff of InterVarsity Press, and especially Jim Hoover, for encourag­
ing me in the completion of this manuscript and for publishing it. 
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an introduction 
to postmodernism 

three sketches 

P 
-•- ostmodernism is both a popular and an intellectual movement, a 

sociological characteristic of much contemporary Western society and a 
sophisticated way of thinking. It is particularly the latter sense of postmod­
ernism I am investigating here. 

An immediate objection will be raised. How can we examine postmod­
ernism as a system of thought, when by its very nature it decries any sort of 
systematization of thinking, any comprehensive understanding of life and 
reality? We need to note that there are different ways of thinking about and 
describing a particular set of ideas; these descriptions can be compared to 
different types of maps. 

The National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration publishes aero­
nautical charts that are used for Visual Flight Rules navigation. These charts 
are very precise in the depiction of topographical features of the country. 
They include indications of all towers and other potential obstructions, indi­
cating their height in mean sea level and above ground level. Exact locations 
and elevations of all airports are given, together with considerable addi­
tional information about those airports. 

There are also roadmaps published by professional cartographic compa­
nies, distributed by the American Automobile Association, and available 
for sale in various places. These maps are fairly accurate but show less 
detail than aeronautical charts. They indicate distances between points, 
rounded to the nearest mile. While sufficient for most road navigation, the 
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information they provide is not extremely exact. 

Finally, there are maps that direct persons to a given location, often 
drawn on scraps of paper, such as the back of an envelope. These depict the 
rough outline of the course to be followed, showing right and left turns, the 
intersection of roads, and pertinent landmarks, and give approximation of 
distances involved. They do not have a great deal of detail, and are seldom 
drawn to very exact scale. They do, however, enable a person to find her or 
his way from one point to another. 

This analogy could be carried over to many different examples. One 
would be a rough drawing of a floor plan, versus the blueprints that a drafts­
man might produce. Another would be the humming of a tune, versus the 
full symphonic score and production of a musical composition. Yet another 
would be the painstaking and detailed portrait a professional artist might 
make of a person, versus the relatively quick drawing that street artists do 
for a fee, or finally, a rough sketch; at its extreme, a stick-figure drawing. 

I will attempt to describe postmodernism using such a rough map or 
sketch. There is no uniform, consistent, or thoroughly worked-out scheme 
of thought such that it could in any way be called a system, in which all 
details are developed, careful distinctions are drawn, and relationships 
among the elements of the system are precisely worked out. That is not the 
nature of postmodernism. If, however, we are to understand and describe at 
all, there must be some themes or motifs that can elaborated, or it is ques­
tionable whether we are thinking at all, rather than simply feeling. What we 
will attempt to describe in this work is a collection of elements, loosely clus­
tered, but nonetheless lending their character to the movement. It may be 
that some of the objection to "systematizing" postmodernism stems from a 
confusion between the various types of description. 

Interestingly, John Caputo, one of the most sympathetic interpreters of 
the thought of Jacques Derrida, suggests something of this same analogy in 
his "map for the perplexed." He says: 

For a philosopher like Derrida, who is so much taken with aporias and im­
passes, who thinks that you are really getting somewhere only when you are 
paralyzed and it is impossible to advance, only when there is no plannable, 
programmable way to proceed, there is a fitting irony in supplying a map, a lit­
tle "Michelin's Guide to Jacques Derrida," which is something like giving the 
Cartesian coordinates to the Promised Land {Foi, 15). Still, a map gives the 
tourist and casual visitor to the country, who only has a few days to take in 
everything, a chance to see the major sights.1 

John D. Caputo, The Prayers and Thars of Jacques Derrida: Religion Without Religion (Bloom-
ington: Indiana University Press, 1997), p. xxvii. 
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It is in this same sense—an overview of the ideas of several representa­
tives of postmodernism—that I am presenting this work. In theory, if these 
ideas are really viable concepts others might adopt, then it ought to be possi­
ble to examine them. This is what an analytic philosopher, Samuel Wheeler, 
has attempted to do. He says, "These chapters discuss Derrida and other 
'deconstructive' thinkers from the perspective of an analytic philosopher 
willing to treat deconstruction as philosophy, taking it seriously and looking 
for arguments. This attitude has often proved not to the liking of other ana­
lytic philosophers, who tend to view deconstruction and Derrida as enemies 
of rational thought rather than as interesting sources of new ideas."2 

Before undertaking the actual detailed examination of several postmod­
ern thinkers themselves, it may be helpful to look at several descriptions of 
postmodernism. This will help to illustrate the many different nuances of 
postmodernism and the variety of interpretations of it. These three sketches 
should not necessarily be thought of as postmodern treatises in themselves, 
or as primary sources of postmodernism. Rather, they are secondary works. 
Three varied approaches are the characterizations by Jean-Francois Lyotard; 
Alasdair Maclntyre; and James McClendon and Nancey Murphy. 

Jean-Francois Lyotard 

One of the earliest attempts to sketch the emerging postmodern ideology 
was Lyotard's The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge, which first 
appeared in French in 1979 and in English translation in 1984. As the title 
indicates, this is a study of the condition of knowledge, particularly in the 
most highly developed societies, and that condition is what Lyotard terms 
postmodernism. He contends that transformations have taken place which 
have altered the game rules for science, literature, and the arts. The context 
for this is the crisis of narratives. 

The crisis can be seen in the problem that science, which has usually 
seen narratives as fables, has of legitimating itself. It does this using the 
discourse of philosophy. In the modern period this has been done with 
respect to some grand narrative. So, for example, in the Enlightenment 
model, truth is related to "a possible unanimity between rational minds." 
In the postmodern period, however, there is an incredulity about metanar-
ratives." In fact, this is Lyotard's definition of postmodernism. The conflict 
between science and its form of discourse and legitimation and the narra-

^Samuel C. Wheeler III, Deconstruction as Analytic Philosophy (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford 
University Press, 2000), p. 2. 
Jean-Frangois Lyotard, The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 1984), pp. xxiii-xxv. 
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tive approach comprises much of his discussion. 

Lyotard's thesis is enunciated clearly: "the status of knowledge is altered 
as societies enter what is known as the postindustrial age and cultures enter 
what is known as the postmodern age." This change has been going on 
since at least the end of the 1950s, and in Europe it is the completion of 
reconstruction. The pace of this transition varies from one country to 
another, and even within a given country, from one sector of activity to 
another.5 

Lyotard chooses to expound this transition, not by an overall survey, but 
by examining in detail one area: science. He notes that for the preceding 
forty years the leading sciences and technologies have been concerned with 
language, whether in terms of linguistics, cybernetics, information storage 
and data banks, or several other types of problems. These technological 
transformations have a significant effect on knowledge and its two func­
tions: research and the transmission of acquired learning. Genetics, with its 
cybernetic theoretical paradigm, is one example of the first function. In the 
second, the proliferation of information-processing machines is changing 
knowledge, particularly its dissemination. Lyotard predicts that only such 
elements of the body of knowledge as can be translated into computer lan­
guages will be able to survive in this new world. Computers, however, bring 
with them a certain kind of logic, and thus, a determination of what consti­
tutes acceptable "knowledge." This includes an exteriorization of knowledge 
to the knower. Whereas formerly the acquisition of knowledge was associ­
ated with the training of minds, that is becoming increasingly obsolete. 
More and more, knowledge is being treated as a commodity, produced in 
order to be sold.7 

The information revolution is an indication of the changes that have 
taken place in the role of knowledge. In this postindustrial and postmod­
ern age, knowledge is and will be a major factor in the worldwide competi­
tion for power. Whereas in previous ages war took place over territory, and 
then for raw materials and cheap labor, it is quite possible that in the 
future such a struggle will be concerned with the possession and control of 
information. Knowledge, however, has become commercialized, so that 
the state, which once had possession of education, has come to be viewed 
as a factor of opacity and noise, rather than of transparency. Learning will 
circulate along the same lines as money. As with money, there will be 

4Ibid., p. 3. 
sibid. 
"ibid., p, 4. 
7Ibid. 
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"payment knowledge" and "investment knowledge."8 

An important question is the problem of "legitimation." Science and tech­
nical knowledge is cumulative, but the debate is over whether that cumula­
tion is regular, continuous, and unanimous, or periodic, discontinuous, and 
conflictual. Narrative knowledge has always existed alongside scientific 
knowledge, competing and conflicting with it. While it ma3' never prevail 
over science, it has an advantage in terms of internal equilibrium and con­
viviality. The exteriorization and alienation found within science had a sig­
nificant demoralizing effect among researchers and teachers in the 1960s.9 

This demoralization affects the problem of legitimation. By this term Lyo-
tard means something broader than the discussions of authority. In civil 
law, the question of legitimation authorizes a legislator to pass laws, and to 
set these up as norms. In the case of a scientific statement, there is a rule 
"that a statement must fulfill a given set of conditions in order to be 
accepted as scientific." In this case, legitimation is the process by which 
someone "is authorized to prescribe the stated conditions according to which 
a statement is to be included in that discourse for consideration by the scien­
tific community." 

This question of legitimation leads Leotard to a discussion of linguistic 
considerations, and particularly of "language games," He describes the dif­
ferences among denotative statements, performative utterances and pre­
scriptions, as well as questions, promises, literary descriptions, narrations 
and others. In Wittgenstein's language games, each of these types of utter­
ance is considered a particular category of utterance governed by rules spec­
ifying its characteristics and uses. These are, in this realm, like the rules of a 
game such as chess, which specify the status of each piece and the ways 
they can be moved. This is the nature of the observable social bond: a 
series of language game moves. 

This leads Lyotard to a discussion of the nature of the social bond. Here 
he observes that there have been, in the past half-century, two major theo­
ries of the nature of society: that society is a functional whole, and that it 
consists of two opposed halves. The former has been especially expressed 
by Talcott Parsons, while the major form of the latter has been Marxism. 

In the postmodern perspective on the nature of the social bond, much 
has been changed. Lyotard speaks of the breaking up of the grand narra­
tives, which used to supply much of the basis of the social bond. Is the result 

brbid., pp. 5-6. 
''ibid., pp. 7-8. 

,0Ibid., p. 8. 
"ibid., p. 10. 
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then the "dissolution of the social bond and the disintegration of social 
aggregates into a mass of individual atoms thrown into the absurdity of 
Brownian motion"? This is not the case, however, he maintains, and the dis­
solution scenario is a carryover of the concept of an "organic" society.12 The 
idea that society is a collection of individual selves, each sufficient to itself, 
is based on too strong an understanding of the nature of the self. Rather, 
says Lyotard, "A self does not amount to much, but no self is an island; each 
exists in a fabric of relations that is now more complex and mobile than ever 
before."13 While not claiming that the entirety of social relations is of the 
nature of language games, he is using language games as his general meth­
odological approach. This does not require some fiction of social origins. 
Even before birth, the human child is already positioned within the web of 
language games by virtue of having been named. 

This understanding of the social bond is not merely a matter of commu­
nication theory, however. With the emphasis now on cybernetics, communi­
cation restricts the understanding of language games to one particular 
variety, namely, the communication of information. The view Lyotard is 
developing is much more complex and varied. He especially emphasizes 
what he terms "agonistics." This is the concept of "moves," in which one lin­
guistic move causes a displacement, requiring some change and response in 
the addressee. In a conversation, the partners change games from one utter­
ance to another. An institution differs from a simple conversation in that it 
has rules, formal or informal, as to the bounds of admissible statements. 
These are not permanently fixed, but are provisional, and even such con­
straints are themselves the results of various language strategies. The 
boundaries themselves are stakes in the game, and only stabilize when they 
cease to be such stakes.14 

A major element of Lyotard's essay is the distinction between scientific 
knowledge and narrative knowledge. In the modern period, there has been 
a tendency to reduce knowledge to science. This is too narrow an identifica­
tion, however. Not only can knowledge not be reduced to science, it cannot 
even be reduced to learning. Learning is "the set of statements which, to the 
exclusion of all other statements, denote or describe objects and may be 
declared true or false." Science, then, is a subset of learning, a specialized 
form of learning. While it is composed of denotative statements, there are 
two additional conditions for the acceptability of such statements: the 
objects they refer to must be available for repeated access, and it must be 

"ibid., p. 15. 
"ibid. 
l4Ibid., pp. 16-17. 
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possible to determine whether a given statement is a case of the language 
the experts would deem relevant.15 

Whereas scientists would limit knowledge in this way, it is not simply a 
collection of denotative statements. It must be understood broadly enough 
to include such matters as know-how, knowing how to live and how to lis­
ten. As a question of competence, it goes beyond merely the measure of the 
criterion of truth. It involves the criteria of efficiency, justice and/or happi­
ness, and beauty. Knowledge is not only what enables someone to make 
"good" utterances in the area of the descriptive or denotative but also good 
prescriptive and evaluative utterances."' 

While it is relatively clear on what basis the descriptive can be deter­
mined to be "good," what about these other kinds of knowledge? As with 
denotative knowledge they are judged good "because they conform to the 
relevant criteria (of justice, beauty, truth, and efficiency respectively) 
accepted in the social circle of the 'knower's interlocutors."'17 In other words, 
the criteria are those of the community, which are part of its culture. This is 
traditional or customary knowledge, which makes it possible to distinguish 
one who knows from those who do not, such as foreigners and children. 

There have been many ethnological descriptions of this type of knowl­
edge. All agree, however, in seeing narrative as the preeminent form of tra­
ditional knowledge. There are several ways in which narrative is the 
"quintessential form of customary knowledge."18 

First, the popular stories recount what Lyotard refers to as "positive or 
negative apprenticeships." By this is meant the success or failure of the 
heroes of the stories. These stories enable the society in which they are told 
to define its criteria of competence, and thus evaluate what is done within 
it. 

Second, the narrative form gives itself to a wide variety of language 
games: denotative, deontic, interrogative, evaluative. 

Third, there are definite rules governing the transmission of narratives. 
There is a definite formula for introducing and concluding the story. These 
fixed patterns reveal certain characteristics of the phenomenon of storytell­
ing. The only claim to competence that the narrator advances is having 
heard the story himself. The narratee could, by virtue of having been a nar-
ratee, also be able to become a narrator as well. Thus, the knowledge trans­
mitted by the narratives is not limited to enunciation of content. It 

15ibid.,P. i s . 
lhlbid., pp. 18-19. 
, 7ibid. l P . 19. 
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determines "what one must say in order to be heard, what one must listen to 
in order to speak, and what role one must play (on the scene of diegetic real­
ity) to be the object of a narrative."19 There are speech acts performed not 
only by the speaker of the story, but also by the listener and any third party 
referred to. Thus, "what is transmitted through these narratives is the set of 
pragmatic rules that constitutes the social bond."20 

Fourth, there is a definite effect of narrative knowledge on time. It fol­
lows a rhythm, involving a meter beating time in regular periods and 
accenting certain of those periods. This can be seen in nursery rhymes, for 
example. What happens is that time ceases to be a support for memory. 
Instead, there is an immemorial beating, which prevents the periods from 
being numbered. Even proverbs and maxims are splinters of potential narra­
tives or molds of old ones. 

What is striking about narrative form is that a culture that gives it prece­
dence does not need any special procedures to authorize these narratives. 
Narratives both determine the criteria of competence and illustrate how 
they are to be applied. The question of authorization or legitimation is not 
dealt with in the same way as in the scientific approach: "They [the narra­
tives] thus define what has the right to be said and done in the culture in 
question, and since they are themselves a part ofthat culture, they are legit­
imated by the simple fact that they do what they do."21 

Scientific knowledge and its pragmatics are quite different. Citing as an 
example Copernicus's statement that the path of the planets is circular, Lyotard 
notes that such a statement brings with it certain tensions, which affect all three 
posts of the communication process: sender, addressee, and referent. These are 
classes of prescriptions that govern whether a statement can be admitted as 
"scientific." First, the senders should speak the truth about the referent. Second, 
the addressee should be able to give or refuse assent to the statement. Third, the 
speaker's description of the referent is supposed to conform to what is actually 
the case. This last prescription creates a problem, however. What one says is 
true because he proves it is, but what proof is there that the proof is true? Two 
rules are to be observed. The first is dialectical or rhetorical, namely, that 
although I cannot prove that reality is the way I say it is, as long as I can pro­
duce proof, it is acceptable to think that reality is as I say it is. The other is a 
metaphysical rule: the same reality cannot produce a plurality of inconsistent 
proofs. Stated differently, this means that God is not deceptive.22 

'"ibid., p. 21. 
21,lbid. 
''ibid., p. 23. 
^Ibid., pp. 23-24. 
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These are the rules governing research. Research, however, has teaching 
as its necessary complement, since the scientist needs an addressee. This 
presupposes that the student does not know what the sender does, but can 
learn that, and that the student can become an expert with competence 
equal to that of the teacher, and in fact is even capable of exceeding the 
teacher. These requirements further presuppose that there are statements 
for which the exchange of arguments and the production of proof are 
believed to be sufficient so that they can be taught as they stand. * 

Lyotard compares the pragmatics of science with that of narrative knowl­
edge as follows: 

1. Scientific knowledge concentrates on one language game, denotation, 
and excludes all others. 

2. Scientific knowledge is not a direct and shared component of the social 
bond, being set apart from the language games that form it. It is indirectly 
part of it, because it gives rise to a profession and to institutions. 

3. Within research, the competence required concerns only the sender, 
not the addressee or the referent. 

4. Scientific statements are not validated by being reported. In pedagogy, 
a statement is taught only if it is still verifiable. 

5. Science involves a diachronic temporality, that is, a memory and a 
project. That means that senders of statements should be familiar with pre­
vious statements about that referent, and only propose a new one if it is dif­
ferent from those earlier statements."1 

It will be seen that there is an asymmetrical relationship between the two 
types of knowledge. Narrative knowledge is tolerant of scientific knowledge, 
because it does not give antecedent legitimation of its knowledge. It there­
fore regards scientific knowledge as a variant within the family of narrative 
cultures. The same is not true of scientific knowledge, however, because it 
questions the validity of narrative statements, concluding that they are not 
subject to argumentation or proof. This demand for legitimation is another 
form of imperialism, found in Western culture.25 

Alasclair Maclntyre 
Although not claiming to be postmodern himself, and without using the 
label of postmodernism, the philosopher Alasdair Maclntyre has sketched 
quite clearly the differences between modern and postmodern views. While 
the depictions are found in a number of his writings, he has stated the views 

'Ibid., pp. 24-25. 
'ibid., pp. 25-26. 
'Ibid., p. 27. 
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most clearly in Three Rival Versions of Moral Enquiry. The contrast between 
what he terms the "encyclopaedist" and the "genealogist" approaches sets 
forth the issues. 

The encyclopaedist approach. Because the book comprises the lectures 
Maclntyre gave as the Gifford Lectures, he describes what he terms "Adam 
Gifford's Project in Context." The Gifford lecturers were to deal with natural 
theology, and Adam Gifford had written, "I wish the lecturers to treat their 
subject as a strictly natural science. . . . I wish it to be considered just as 
astronomy or chemistry is."21' Two of the early Gifford lecturers posed the 
question of the definition or identification of a natural science and agreed 
that one mark is rational progress in inquiry. Maclntyre concedes that there 
has clearly been such progress in fields like chemistry and astronomy, but 
contends that this has not been the case in natural theology. In fact, he says, 
"Not only has there been no progress in respect of generally agreed results 
of such enquiries, but there is not even agreement as to what the standard of 
rational progress ought to be."27 There was a considerable affinity between 
Gifford's view and that of the ninth edition of the Encyclopaedia Britannica. 
The editor of that work, Thomas Spencer Baynes, in his preface to the first 
volume, indicated that he expected his contributors not only to give detailed 
information about their assigned topic, but to do so within the framework of 
a particular architectonic of the sciences.28 

What are the characteristics of a science, according to the Encyclopaedia? 
The difference in the sciences concerns their subject matter, rather than 
their method. The article on logic, by Robert Adamson, spells out these qual­
ities of a science. Logic, as the author defines it, is "the critical theory of 
knowledge," or what we would term today epistemology. This is a science 
concerned with the methodology of the sciences, so that it can be defined 
irrespective of the subject matter. There are four constitutive elements of a 
science.29 The first is the data or facts. Second, there are unifying concep­
tions, drawn from the facts by methodological reflection. If based on correct 
comprehension of the facts and done with sufficient inventiveness, these 
order the facts as exemplifying laws. Third, there are the methods used to 
move from the facts to the general conceptions, and then back to the facts 
for confirmation. Fourth, there is progress in the process, so that ever more 
adequate conceptions are formed, specifying increasingly more fundamen­
tal laws. What distinguishes science from prescientific and nonscientific 

2liAlasdair Maclntyre, Three Rival Versions of Moral Enquiry: Encyclopaedia, Genealogy, and 
Tradition (Notre Dame, Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press, 1990), p. 9. 
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thinking is a particular kind of history, namely, that of progress, which is 

relatively continuous.' 
There is a certain universality about this ideal of science, as the editor 

and many contributors to the encyclopaedia saw it. They regarded both the 
details of each science and the overall conception of the structure of the sci­
ences as essential characteristics of the educated person, in fact, the human 
sciences displayed an additional element beyond the sciences of nature. 
They were seen as revealing the elevation of the person in intellectual and 
moral progress. 

This application of the conception of science is carried to theology as 
well. A representative of this orientation is Robert Flint, who wrote the arti­
cle "Theology" for the encyclopaedia. He attempted in this article to answer 
the question, "What . . . is truly scientific knowledge in Theology?" In his 
description of theology he therefore seeks to point out the presence of these 
same elements of science in this discipline. He begins with the data of theol­
ogy, which includes both the data of nature, which forms the basis of natural 
theology, and the data of the Bible, which serves as the starting point for 
revealed theology. While the subject matter of theology is religion, that topic 
includes God. So the experience of God, who is the object of both religious 
experience and theological reflection, is the experience of objectivitjr. Con­
sequently, theology can be considered a science. But what of atheists and 
agnostics, who fail to understand and appreciate this? Their failure to come 
to this same conclusion is due to "a distorting one-sidedness in their mode of 
apprehending that whole whose parts are the data of theology." For 
Baynes, the editor of the encyclopaedia, philosophy was the organizing dis­
cipline of the whole. For Gifford and for Flint, this integrating function is 
performed, not by philosophy, but by theology, and specifically, by natural 
theology. Because this understanding of natural theology as the greatest 
and, in some senses, the only science, parallels the view lying behind the 
encyclopaedia, it is not surprising that manjr of the early Gifford lecturers 
were contributors to the Britannica.:ii 

The elements of the worldview on which the Britannica is based are evi­
dent. That view assumed that there is a common rationality, to which all 
educated people would agree. Following the standards and methods of such 
a rationality would lead to a comprehensive scientific understanding of the 
whole, in which everything fit within a logical place. This whole mode of 

"ibid., p. 21. 
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life, including the understandings of rationality and science, is part of a his­
tory of inevitable progress.H 

Maclntyre had taken as his topic for the Gifford Lectures the last in the 
list that Adam Gifford had included in his will: "the Knowledge of the Nature 
and Foundation of Ethics or Morals, and of all Obligations and Duties thence 
arising." Consequently, his comparison of different approaches is in terms 
of this grounding of ethics. For Gifford, this question was not a different one 
from natural theology, but was part of it, for he held that there was an eter­
nal, unchangeable scheme of morality, founded on God's unchanging 
nature. It is therefore instructive to see what morality was for Adam Gifford. 
First, he regarded it as a distinct and autonomous domain, as distinguished 
from the aesthetic, religious, economic, legal, and scientific. Second, it was 
primarily a matter of rules. Third, these rules were negative prohibitions, 
rather than positive injunctions. Fourth, in the culture of Gifford's time and 
place, a strong sense of impropriety was attached to violations of the cus­
toms, and this impropriety was thought of as a variety of immorality. Fifth, 
agreement on the content of morality coexisted with significant disagree­
ments about how it is to be intellectually justified. There was, however, an 
agreement that morality, thus understood, must be rationally justifiable 
somehow.35 

The genealogist approach. Maclntyre points out that the form of presenta­
tion of the encyclopaedist view also fit its content well. The article was the 
ideal medium of expression, because it assumed the common rationality of 
the writer and the reader, and drew its justification from the authority of the 
author's expertise. This was not the only genre, however. The lecture simi­
larly assumed this same rationality, being in effect a spoken encyclopaedia 
article. In light of this, Maclntyre does not think it surprising that one of the 
leading nineteenth-century critics of the encyclopaedist approach, Friedrich 
Nietzsche, abandoned the genre of the lecture by leaving the university.36 

Nietzsche raised several types of objections to this objectivistic and uni­
versally rationalistic approach of the encyclopaedists. The first objection is 
psychological. The idea that there is one common rationality that all men 
possess is a case of failing to recognize an unconscious motive. Those who 
function in the encyclopedist mode are part of a fraternity, as it were, which 
has systematically institutionalized lack of self-knowledge. Persons who are 
part of that professorial fraternity are deformed. They are involved in com­
plicity with a system of suppressions and repressions of any opposition to 

Ibid., p. 24. 
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such an approach. This is part of what Nietzsche was later to call the will to 

power. 

Epistemologically, what is involved in this lack of self-knowledge is a 

blindness to "the multiplicity of perspectives from which the world can be 

viewed and to the multiplicity of idioms by means of which it can be charac­

terized; or rather, a blindness to the fact that there is a multiplicity of per­

spectives and idioms, but no single world which they are of or about," It is a 

case of supposing that there is a world that would remain even if one sub­

tracted the perspective from which one views it.3 

Nietzsche's critique is also historical in nature. He writes the history of 

the process in which social and psychological factors distorted the will to 

power into the will to truth, which then also concealed it. Ostensibly, this 

was a concern for purity of truth, but it was actually a case of malice and 

hate. He sees this as a new kind of asceticism, in which scholarship prided 

itself on its freedom from the illusions, theological and otherwise, that had 

preceded the Enlightenment. In pointing out these limitations of the philos­

ophers, Nietzsche does not claim to have refuted them by the use of a more 

effective or more accurate dialectic. Rather, he was simply mocking the 

claims of dialectic.39 

This approach is radically different from that of the encyclopaedists. The 

encyclopedists thought there was a single framework for knowledge, a ration­

ality common to all humans, a truth that could be arrived at by applying the 

ideal methodology, whose rules were the rules of rationality as such. This 

methodology was basically the same in all disciplines, the difference being 

only in the specifics of the subject matter. For Nietzsche, on the other hand, 

there is a multiplicity of perspectives. From each of these one may develop 

a truth from a point of view, but not a truth as such. The latter is an empty 

notion, as is the idea of the world. Instead of universal and objective rules or 

rationality, there are simply strategies of insight. There are also strategies of 

subversion, including the type of endeavor he has engaged in with respect 

to the encyclopaedist's approach.40 

A similar contrast can be seen in ethics. In the encyclopaedist's view 

there is a set of conceptions of right and good that are superior to those of 

pre-Enlightenment views, both in terms of the quality of moral conduct 

and the justification of the moral judgments. To the genealogist such as 

Nietzsche, however, following the view just described is itself a case ofbad-

Ibid., p. 35. 
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ness. It is a sign of inadequately managed resentment, as a will to power. 

What must be done is subversion, the breaking down of such conceptions 

and the breaking up of fixed patterns or systems of rules.41 It is not a mat­

ter of showing the superior rationality of one's own view, but of undermin­

ing the whole idea of rational, universal rules that guide our behavior. 

If we now have two opposed views, what can be done by way of engaging 

them with one another, or fostering genuine dialogue and understanding? 

Maclntyre points out that each of these approaches has its own characteriza­

tion of the other, and indeed must. To the encyclopaedist, the genealogist is 

just spelling out familiar irrationalist themes. So genealogy is just one more 

case of relativism, and is therefore susceptible to the arguments Socrates 

made against Protagoras. On the other hand, to the genealogist the encyclo­

paedist is imprisoned within metaphors that he fails to recognize as such. 

And both of them regard any attempt to describe this conflict between the 

two from some third, noncommittal point as impossible, because there is no 

neutral ground.'1 

One can, of course, attempt to learn the two idioms as new first lan­

guages, the way an anthropologist attempts to learn the language and cul­

ture of a group of which he is not antecedently a part. When one does that, 

however, it becomes apparent that any attempt by either of the two parties 

to translate the other's view into their own inevitably leads to distortion of 

sorts. It is possible to see the other as in some sense a variant of one's own 

view, so that the genealogist sees the encyclopaedist as a reified extension of 

his own much more limited concept, and the encyclopaedist sees genealogy 

as a diminished and self-destructive reworking of his own truth as such. The 

two even differ in their characterization of the nature of the difference, 

since the encyclopaedist approach necessarily requires that there be only 

one point of view, into which all others must be incorporated, while the 

genealogist's approach must insist on the possibility of genuinely alternative 

schemes.'1'* 

Maclntyre at this point engages in an extended discussion of the prob­
lems of self-referentiality and related issues faced by the genealogist, and 
brings Michel Foucault into the picture. That discussion need not concern 
us at this point. He describes as an alternative a third approach, which he 
terms the approach of tradition, as exemplified by such figures as Augustine 
and Thomas Aquinas. Seeing the fragmented nature of the contemporary 
university, he advocates that lecturers become explicit about the partisan 
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character of their work. They should acknowledge frankly their own tradi­

tions, seek to advance inquiry from within them, and engage representa­

tives of other traditions in dialogue.'14 

Nancey Murphy a n d J a m e s W. McClendon Jr. 

The late James W. McClendon Jr. and Nancey Murphy, husband and wife, 

have developed a scheme for distinguishing modern and postmodern theol­

ogies. As such, this scheme also sheds light on the nature of modernism and 

postmodernism in general. They begin b}' asserting that there is an increas­

ing awareness that the modern period, ushered in by Descartes and the 

Enlightenment, is passing or has passed in science, philosophy, and theol­

ogy, but that it is less clear what its successor is and will be. They suggest 

that the term postmodern has thus far been used in three contexts: art and 

architecture, deconstructionist literary criticism, and American theology. 

They proceed by delineating modernism in terms of the three axes, and 

then defining postmodernism negatively by showing how it departs from 

these axes.4 

Modern thought. Murphy and McClendon identify modernism in terms of 

three philosophical motifs: epistemological foundationalism, the representa-

tional-expressivist theory of language, and atomism or reductionism. Each 

of these areas constitutes an axis on which modern views can be repre­

sented. 

Epistemological foundationalism is the view, most fully exemplified in 

the thought of Rene Descartes, that knowledge can only be justified by find­

ing some indubitable or incorrigible beliefs on which the reasoning process 

can begin. In so doing, it sees philosophy as making possible all other disci­

plines, by establishing their starting points. The reasoning is that if any 

tenet is to be certain, its support cannot be circular or involve an infinite 
4fi 

regress. 
Modern epistemology has had a strong concern with skepticism. The rea­

son for this is that, if the foundation is not secure, knowledge has lost its jus­

tification and skepticism follows. It should be noted that modern skeptics 

and modern foundationalists share the same view of knowledge, the former 

seeing problems with the foundationalist program. So they may be thought 

of as opposite ends of a line between foundationalist certainty and skepti­

cism. Descartes was at the extreme foundationalist end of the line, starting 

"ibid., pp. 216-36. 
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with intuitions (clear and distinct ideas) and reasoning from them deduc­
tively. David Hume made the foundation of his beliefs sense experience, but 
concluded that deductive reasoning was not adequate as a means of con­
structing a view from the sensory impressions. There are varying interpreta­
tions of Hume, some of which would place him at the skeptical end of the 
continuum, but others that see him as somewhere in the middle.'" 

Murphy and McClendon assert that modern philosophy of language has 
for the most part thought of the meaning of language inhering in the fact 
that it refers to objects in the world, naming and representing facts about 
them. The problem is, however, that some sentences having the grammati­
cal form of statements do not appear to refer to objects, ethics being one 
such t}'pe of sentence. Since this representational theory of language was 
not deemed adequate to cover such areas, a supplementary view of meaning 
was appended to the representational theory, namely, the expressivist or 
emotivist theory. According to such a view, emotional discourse expresses 
the speaker's attitudes or emotions. Thus, various types of discourse could 
in theory be distributed along the continuum, but in practice they tend to be 
found at either one end or the other. Logical positivists and philosophers 
such as Bertrand Russell and the early Ludwig Wittgenstein sought to 
develop artificial languages that would mirror the structures of reality.4B 

The final area defining the modern view is reductionism, individualism, 
and the generic view of community. In the premodern period the church's 
traditional authorities, the philosopher and the Bible, had prevailed, but in 
the modern period, the flight from these external authorities led to a focus 
on the individual as the basis of authority. Descartes, the solitary individual 
seeking to ascertain truth for himself, was an example, but political author­
ity similarly was based on the consent of individuals.49 

In modern political theory there were at least two forms of individualism, 
according to Murphy and McClendon. One was the idea that the individual 
has priority over the collective. The group is simply a collection of individu­
als, who alone are real. There has also more recently been a methodological 
thesis which maintains that to comprehend the functioning of groups it is 
necessary to understand the laws governing the behavior of individuals. 
Some thinkers taking exception to this thesis, such as Hegel and Marx, 
emphasized the group as the key to the reality of the individual.''" 

Murphy and McClendon consider methodological individualism an 

"Ibid., p. J93. 
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instance of a more general tendency in modern science: reduction. This was 
especially inspired by the success of mechanism in physics, where the 
macro properties of gases can be explained on the basis of the properties of 
their molecules. This was also seen in the philosophy of language, where 
the meaning of sentences was understood as a function of the meaning of 
words, and in epistemology, where atomic facts were the building blocks 
from which other knowledge is constructed." 

These three axes then form, in the judgment of Murphy and McClendon, 
the three-dimensional "space" within which modern thought can be located. 
They acknowledge that additional dimensions could also be developed, such 
as a rhetorical dimension, with poles of detachment or objectivity and of 
subjectivity or self-involvement.n 

These three axes constitute the basis for Murphy and McClendon's defini­
tion of postmodernism. They state, "We propose to define as postmodern 
any mode of thought that departs from the three modern axes described 
above without reverting to premodern categories."53 There is not, at this 
point, complete correlation between postmodernism and relationship to 
each of these categories. Some postmodern philosophers and theologians 
have moved outside one or two of the axes, but not all of them. There are, 
however, connections among these axes, and several philosophical motifs 
cluster together: holism in epistemology, the relating of meaning to use in 
philosophy of language, and an organic but not premodern view of commu­
nity in ethics and political philosophy, which Murphy and McClendon refer 
to as a "corporate metaphysics." The break between modern and postmod­
ern is not sharp, just as was the case between the premodern and the mod­
ern, and there have been precursors of postmodernism. Nonetheless, it is 
possible to identify some philosophers who have enabled the significant 
shifts of perspective.'"14 

Willard Quine judged that even the logical positivists' emphasis on sen­
tences referred to units that were too small to be reducible to experience. 
Rather, he asserts that there is a whole fabric to our knowledge. This 
impinges on experience only along the edges. It is also possible to think of 
science as being like a great force field, the boundaries of which are experi­
ence. Conflict with experience at the edges produces changes in the interior, 
but not in a direct fashion. It does so indirectly, through affecting the equi­
librium of the whole. For Quine, changes made are governed by such prag-

"Ibid., p. 198. 
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matic considerations as conservatism and simplicity. In justifying belief, 
there are two kinds of questions: whether individual beliefs fit properly 
within the network, and why this network rather than another. Thomas 
Kuhn's work in philosophy of science is also holistic, because he asserts that 
paradigms are accepted or rejected as a whole.55 

In the philosophy of language, the later Wittgenstein and J. L. Austin rep­
resent postmodernism. Wittgenstein insisted that meaning is to be under­
stood in terms of the use of language, and that there are different language 
games. Austin developed the idea of speech acts. Rather than being reduc­
ible to two functions, the representational and the expressive-emotive, all 
language is to be understood in terms of the social world. The issue is what 
the language is intended to effect, such as promises, commands, questions, 
and so on. Rather than being termed true or false, which would apply only 
to representational sentences, he uses the broader categories of "happy" and 
"unhappy" utterances.^ 

Alasdair Maclntyre represents postmodernism in ethics by the way he 
tries to avoid emotionalism, which he believes will always lead to manipula­
tion. The only way to support the common good, Maclntyre insists, is 
through a corporate or organic view of society. In such a view, the individual 
members of society are complementary to one another. He begins with the 
idea of a practice, which is a complex form of human activity that systemat­
ically extends human powers to achieve excellence and human good. 
Human qualities needed for successful participation in such practices are 
candidates for virtues, but this does not include skills as safecracking and 
seduction. The definition of virtue requires broad considerations, such as 
how well it contributes to an individual's life story from birth to death, and 
how it contributes to that person's life, not in isolation, but in relationship to 
a group, such as family, state, and so on. So Maclntyre rejects the idea that 
the individual is logically prior to the group, and the opposition between 
individual good and good of the group. 

There is, Murphy and McClendon insist, a growing unity in postmodern 
thought. These several issues or areas are related to one another, so that 
changes in one are increasingly affecting the others.58 

In this chapter, we have examined three different characterizations of the 
broad phenomenon commonly known as postmodernism. Neither this nor 
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any other survey could begin to do justice to the variety and complexity of 
the movement. It is a variety of architecture, representing a reaction against 
modernism. It is a school of art, of literary criticism, of history (the "new 
historicism"), of philosophy (deconstruction on one hand, and neopragma-
tism on the other); within each of these fields, it has many and varied repre­
sentatives. In addition, it is characteristic of much popular culture, 
including popular music. In particular, the popular cultural form or Hpo-mo," 
as it is sometimes called, shows virtually infinite permutations. The treat­
ment of popular postmodernism will be the subject of another book. 

Three ways of elaborating postmodernism could be followed. One would 
be to attempt to describe all of these nuances in detail, but that would pro­
duce, not a book, but a whole library. Another would be to give several sum­
mary statements, seeking to encompass all of postmodernism, but that 
would be either hopelessly general and vague or skewed toward one variety 
of postmodernism. A third would be to take several major spokespersons for 
postmodernism, examine their thought in some detail, and let them speak 
for the whole movement. While this again fails to do full justice to the vari­
ety within the movement, it at least has the virtue of introducing readers to 
significant spokespersons. It is this third option that I have chosen to follow. 
But before we can begin the examination of these postmodern thinkers, con­
siderable background must be examined, and to that we now turn. 



2 

premodernism 

N ot only is postmodernism a relatively recent arrival on the intellec­
tual scene of humanity, so also is modernism when compared with premod­
ernism. For that way of thinking has, in various forms, been held by the 
majority of humans for a much longer time than either modernism or post­
modernism. It even lingers on in some segments of the human race to the 
present day. If one cannot understand postmodernism without understand­
ing the modern mentality out of which it grew, then similarly one cannot 
understand modernism without seeing the premodern mentality that pre­
ceded it. 

Some readers may think that including such an extensive discussion of 
the premodern period is unnecessary. I would contend, however, that it is 
important, first because of the realization of the historically conditioned 
character of beliefs. A comparison of postmodernism, not only with mod­
ernism but also with that which preceded it, will help us see this more 
clearly. Further, while some characterize postmodernism as basically a reac­
tion against modernism, especially in its Enlightenment form, this examina­
tion of premodernism will enable us to see that what postmodernism is 
turning from is of a broader nature than simply that period. Moreover, just 
as modernism is by no means extinct, there are also significant segments of 
the world population who still are basically living in a premodern orienta­
tion. In addition, seeing the contrast of postmodernism with premodernism 
should help us to understand the senses in which postmodernism is genu-
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inely postmodern, and not merely antimodern. Finally, viewing the transi­

tion first from premodernism to modernism and then from modernism to 

postmodernism helps us to see that in all likelihood there is no chronologi­

cal ultimacy to postmodernism either. 

Premodernism could be expounded in several ways. One would be to give 

a general summary of the whole ethos. That, however, would suffer the lia­

bility of potential abstractness. A second approach would be to examine a 

large number of different representatives of this view. Such an approach, 

however, might easily fall into superficiality. The approach we have chosen 

to follow here is to look in some depth at three specific representatives of 

premodernism, one nonreligious or philosophical, one religious or theologi­

cal, and one who is both a philosopher and a Christian theologian. We will 

then attempt in summary to draw together common features of the thought 

of these three men, supplemented by observations from other instances of 

premodern thought. The three spokespersons whose thoughts we will exam­

ine—Plato, Augustine, and Thomas Aquinas—were truly giants in their own 

right. While the premodern period covers a long span of t ime and involves a 

variety of conceptions, these three men, one from the pre-Christian era, one 

from the early centuries of the Christian church, and one from medieval 

times, provide us with a good sampling of the spirit of the period. 

Plato 
There is no question that Plato has had a tremendous impact on Western 

thought. Alfred North Whitehead said of political theory, "Every problem 

which Plato discusses is still alive today,"1 and developed his book around 

the seven Platonic generalities.2 Raphael Demos says that "Plato has exerted 

a greater influence over human thought than any other individual with the 

possible exception of Aristotle; this is due both to the intrinsic vitality of his 

ideas and the fact that he appears at a comparatively early stage in Western 

culture."'1 

Plato was born in Athens of aristocratic parents in 427 B.c. and died in 346 

B.C. He was a student of Socrates from about age twenty to twenty-eight, and 

his early interest in poetry was replaced but not extinguished by his love for 

philosophy. Upon Socrates' death in 399 B.c., Plato left Athens and traveled, 

although the exact details of his travels are difficult to ascertain. The Platonic 

Academy, founded in 387, was the means of preservation of his writings. It 

Alfred North Whitehead, Adventures of Ideas (New York: Macmillan, 1961 J, p. 15. 
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persisted for more than nine centuries, going out of existence in A.D. 529, 
when Justinian embezzled its funds. Although Plato's dialogues feature 
Socrates as enunciating and defending such concepts as the theory of ideas, 
it is apparent that in many cases these were thoughts propounded by Plato, 
rather than Socrates. 

Theory of ideas, lb a modern-day commonsense person, Plato's most cen­
tral affirmation about reality seems mistaken or confused. For to such a per­
son, concrete, specific objects and instances seem to be the most real things 
in the universe. For Plato, however, just the opposite is true. Concrete or 
empirical objects are shadowy, less real than the concepts they represent. 
Thus, a courageous man or a courageous act is not as real as is courage 
itself. This metaphysic is present in many of Plato's writings, but is espe­
cially clearly expounded in the Republic. While an extensive literature has 
grown up regarding the development of Plato's views during the course of 
his writing, that will not be our concern here, since we are primarily inter­
ested in his overall conception as an example of the premodern view of 
things. We will consequently merely examine four passages in the Republic 
as indicative of his general view. 

In the first of these Plato discusses two kinds of persons and two corre­
sponding states of mind. There are those who may properly be termed phi­
losophers. They are distinguished by their recognition of the existence both 
of the Ideas and of sensible objects, and their ability to distinguish between 
these. The other type of person is capable of recognizing beautiful objects 
and enjoying them. They are lovers of sounds and sights. They, however, 
are incapable of "apprehending and taking delight in the nature of the beau­
tiful in itself." Such people have to be thought of as dreaming, whether 
asleep or awake. They mistake resemblance for identity. The philosopher, 
however, does not simply experience various beautiful objects, but recog­
nizes beauty in itself. He "is able to distinguish that self-beautiful, and the 
things that participate in it, and neither supposes the participants to be it, 
nor it the participants." This person is understood to be awake, very much 
awake, and his state is understood as knowledge, while the other's is opin­
ion.'1 Plato then engages in a discussion of the difference between these two 
states, and of the objects involved in each. Knowledge is of what is, the com­
pletely real. Ignorance has as its objects the unreal. Opinion then is con­
cerned with what lies between these two, the realm of semi-reality. 

After defining justice, sobriety, bravery, and wisdom, Plato asks about 
what it is "by reference to which just things and all the rest become useful 
and beneficial." This, he says, is the most important to know and is the idea 

'Plato Republic 5.476. 



prcmodcntism 35 

of good. Knowledge of it is crucial: "And if we do not know it, then, even if 

without the knowledge of this we should know all other things never so 

well, you are aware that it would avail us nothing, just as no possession 

either is of any avail without the possession of the good."3 No one will really 

know, nor be a fit guardian of, such matters as justice, unless he knows in 

what respect it is good, lb know this, to know the idea of good, is truly to 

have knowledge. Those who hold true opinion but without intelligence are 

really no different from blind men who happen to go the right way.6 

In the dialogue Socrates wants to know the good, but he thinks it helpful 

to begin by studying the offspring of the good. He notes that we speak of 

many beautiful things and many good things. Beyond that, however, we 

speak of the self-beautiful and the good that is only and merely good. He 

speaks of the former, the particulars, as the objects of sight, by which he 

means sense in general, and the latter as objects of thought. He then points 

out a distinctive characteristic of seeing versus hearing. In hearing, no addi­

tional factor is needed beyond the one who hears and that which is heard. In 

the case of seeing, however, an additional factor is needed. Without light 

nothing will be seen and colors will remain invisible. The sun is that which 

makes all objects of sight visible.7 Just as the sun is with respect to sight and 

the objects of sight, so is the idea of good with respect to knowledge and its 

objects, the ideas: "This reality, then, that gives their truth to the objects of 

knowledge and the power of knowing to the knower, you must say is the 

idea of the good, and you must conceive as being the cause of knowledge 

and truth/ in so far as known." And just as neither light nor sight is the sun, 

so also neither truth nor knowledge is the good. They are what they are 

because of something greater, namely, the idea of the good. There is another 

dimension to the simile between the sun and the idea of the good. The sun 

not only furnishes illumination, but the power of generation and growth and 

nurture. So also "the objects of knowledge not only receive from the pres­

ence of the good their being known, but their very existence and essence is 

derived to them from it, though the good itself is not essence but still tran­

scends essence in dignity and surpassing power."9 

The dialogue then moves to one of the most famous images or similes in 

Plato's thought, the divided line. In many ways, this is the very heart of his 

theory of ideas, and one place where the relationship between the intelligi­

ble and the visible is etched in sharpest fashion. He likens two types of 

'ibid., 6.505. 
"ibid., 6.506. 
7Ibid., 6.507-8. 
"ibid., 6.508E. 
'JIbid., 6.509B. 
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objects, or two realms, to a line, which is divided into two parts, and then 
each of these parts again divided into two subparts. In the lower part, that of 
the visible, the lower subpart is made up of shadows and reflections, the 
upper subpart of this lower half is "that of which this is a likeness or an 
image, that is, the animals about us and all plants and the whole class of 
objects made by man." ' 

In the upper part of the line, the realm of the intelligible, there are again 
two subparts. The first appears to consist of mathematical objects. Here, 
those who know them utilize the images from the lower half, but not as ends 
in themselves. They are used as means to rise to an understanding ofthat of 
which they are likenesses. So the mathematician studies the characteristics 
of an actual existent square object, but in order to understand the idea of the 
square as such and the diagonal as such. One is reminded here of Socrates' 
famous dialogue with the slave boy in the Meno, in which by making 
squares and diagonals, he is able to lead him to "remember" a principle of 
geometry." The upper subsection is not so easily described or understood. 
Plato says of it that here the soul "advances from its assumptions to a begin­
ning or principle which transcends assumption, and in which it makes no 
use of the images employed by the other section, relying on ideas only and 
progressing systematically through ideas."12 He seems to be saying that, 
unlike the first subpart, where visible objects are utilized, the mind or soul 
here does not rely on any such objects. Further, whereas in the case of the 
first subsection the soul moves to conclusions from the hypotheses by 
means of assumptions, here it moves from hypotheses to a single unhypo-
thetical first principle. 

This second subsection clearly appears to be dealing with the ideas, but 
what of the first subsection of the upper half of the line? Are the objects 
involved there some sort of intermediary between the visible and the intelli­
gible? Are they the mathematical, as contrasted with the ideas? As appealing 
as this interpretation may be, it seems unjustified. Plato, who is known for 
his explicitness, did not suggest any basic difference between them, and he 
speaks of the mathematica in the singular, not the plural. Further, he uses of 
them the expression "itself" (avro), which is the very hallmark of an idea. 
Further, the whole idea of the divided line seems to hinge on the dichotomy 
between the upper and lower halves, the intelligible and the visible, and in 
the passage in which he likens the idea of the good to the sun, he identifies 
the intelligible with the ideas. 

'"ibid., 6.5J0A. 
"Plato Meno 82-86. 
^Plato Republic ß.510B. 
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The third connected passage shedding light on Plato's conception of the 

two classes of objects, the two states of soul, and the two types of persons is 

that of the cave. Here he describes men who are in a subterranean cavern, 

with their backs to the entrance. They are so restrained that they are unable 

to turn and look toward the opening. They can only look at the wall before 

them. Behind them a fire is burning, which casts its illumination on them 

and on the wall. Then between the fire and the men there is a road along 

which a low wall has been built, of the type that puppeteers use, to conceal 

themselves beneath and behind, and to display their puppets above. Along 

this road travel various persons, carrying a variety of implements that rise 

above the wall, as well as human images and shapes of animals. The men in 

the cave cannot see these directly, however. They see only the shadows, 

which are cast on the wall before them by the objects between them and the 

fire. In such a situation it is natural that they would mistake the shadows on 

the wall, confusing them with reality. Even sounds would fit this picture, for 

the voices of those behind them would echo off the wall, and would be 

thought to be the voices of the shadow men on the wall. 

What if one of the men is freed and compelled to look directly at the 

objects behind the group, and the light? This would be a painful experience. 

The effect would be to blind the man. He would now not be able to see the 

objects clearly, until a period of adjustment to the light had transpired. 

When, however, he did, he would not want to return to the cave, and would 

consider of no real value the prizes these men confer on their number who 

excel in judging the shadows. 

Supposing that he then returned to the cave, and reassumed his own 

position, an interesting result would follow. It has been the practice of the 

chained men to engage in various kinds of contests regarding the images 

before them. They have commented on them, attempted to discern the 

shadows as quickly as possible, to remember the sequences of the events, 

and to predict what would come next. When this man takes his earlier place, 

he would have to go through a process of readjustment to the darkness like 

that which he had formerly experienced in relation to the bright light. Now 

he would have difficulty for a time in seeing clearly the shadows and cor­

rectly interpreting them. He would be laughed at by his fellow prisoners for 

the disability that he now seemed to have. They would consider him to have 

been ruined by his ascent, and they would resist and even kill anyone who 

attempted to lead them up out of the cave, as their colleague had been.13 

Plato is clear in his application of this metaphor. Socrates says to Glau-

con, "This image then, dear Glaucon, we must apply as a whole to all that 

'''ibid., 7.514A-517A. 
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has been said, likening the region revealed through sight to the habitation of 
the prison, and the light of the fire in it to the power of the sun. And if you 
assume that the ascent and the contemplation of the things above is the 
soul's ascension to the intelligible region, you will not miss my surmise, 
since that is what you desire to hear. But God knows whether it is true."1'1 

Some confusion is introduced into the metaphor by the presence of both the 
fire and the sun, and of the objects in the cave between the men and the 
fire, and the objects outside the cave, illuminated by the sun. We should 
probably consider the fire in this metaphor to correspond to the sun in the 
earlier metaphor, rather than attempting to identify the sun in each of the 
metaphors. On this basis, there is an elaboration of what Socrates has said 
earlier: "the idea of good, and that when seen it must needs point us to the 
conclusion that this is indeed the cause for all things of all that is right and 
beautiful, giving birth in the visible world to light, and the author of light 
and itself in the intelligible world being the authentic source of truth and 
reason, and that anyone who is to act wisely in private or public must have 
caught sight of this/'15 

Knowledge, true knowledge, then is not received primarily by exposure 
to the visible, the physical objects. It is rather obtained by attention to the 
higher realm. Plato says, "Even so this organ of knowledge must be turned 
around from the world of becoming together with the entire soul, like the 
scene-shifting periactus of the theater, until the soul is able to endure the 
contemplation of essence and the brightest region of being. And this, we 
say, is the good, do we not?"16 

The relationship of the particulars or individual instances to the forms is 
of further importance to us. In Paimenides, Parmenides suggests that the indi­
vidual things are what they are because they "partake in" the corresponding 
form and Socrates agrees.17 This does not mean, however, says Socrates, that 
the particular thing receives a part of the form.18 Here is something of an 
ambiguity regarding what partaking or participating means. On the one 
hand, it seems that the form is "in" the particular. He also speaks of the rela­
tionship in terms of "communing."'9 On the other hand, he uses terminology 
of the likeness of the particulars to the form, thus suggesting something of an 
imitation of archetypes by particulars. Socrates says that "this participation 
they come to have in the forms is nothing but their being made in their 

' ' ibid, 517B. 
"ibid., 517B-C. 
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,7Plato Parmenides 130B-E. 
18Ibid., 131B. 
'"'Plato Phuedo 100D; Republic 476A. 
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image."20 Whether there is an ambiguity in Plato's thought 'tea»; or whether 

one of these modes of participation should be understood in light of the other 

or both in light of some third concept, the point is that each instance of a par­

ticular quality is what it is because of the respective form. In part, the issue is 

the nature of the forms themselves. Some have argued on the basis of the 

"third man argument" in Parmenides that the forms must themselves exem­

plify the qualities that they represent.21 Probably the best interpretation of 

the passage is one that treats the forms, not as instances of the quality pos­

sessed by the particulars, but rather as more nearly a formula for that qual­

ity, just as the formula for a circle is not itself circular.22 

One additional metaphysical problem is the relationship of God to the 

form of the good. Although present in the earlier dialogues, reference to God 

increases in the later dialogues. A number of theories of the relationship of 

the two have been offered, and Demos is correct when he says that "no 

answer can be made which is not tinged with doubt."2"' There appear to be 

four possible explanations of the relationship: 

1. God is the cause or the ground of the idea of the good. 

2. God's existence derives from the idea of the good. 

3. The two are coordinate principles. 

4. They are identical. 

Serious arguments have been offered in support of each of these, and seri­

ous difficulties in turn attach to each. 

Each of these and many other interpretive issues have provoked great 

amounts of discussion and debate, which go beyond the scope of the treat­

ment here. We may summarize briefly the thought of Plato as it bears on our 

understanding of premodernism. 

1. What is most real is not the physical or perceptible, but the ideal, or the 

conceptual. 

2. Each particular instance of a particular quality exists because of its 

relationship to a universal or an abstract quality. 

3. Knowledge consists in knowing the intelligible and ideal, not the con­

crete and sensory. It is dialectics or reasoning that leads us to truth, not pri­

marily sense perception. 

Pannenides 132D. 
^William David Ross, Plato's Theory of Ideas (Oxford: Clarendon, 1951 J, pp. 87-88. 
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4. There is a correspondence theory of truth here. Something is true 

because it corresponds to or expresses that which really is, independently of 

our thought. 

August ine 
If Plato was the supreme philosopher of early Western civilization, then 
Augustine certainly occupied a similar position among theologians. The 
events of his life are well known. Born in 354 at Tagaste in North Africa as 
the son of a devout woman and a pagan father, he early displayed strong 
passions, so that baptism, which was believed to remove sin, was delayed 
until quite late. He left Africa on a ship in the middle of the night, since he 
anticipated that otherwise his mother's tears would have restrained him 
from going. Earlier he had become deeply involved in Manichaeism, a phi­
losophy that emphasized the primacy of two principles, good and evil. This 
accounted for the struggle he found within his own will, but it ultimately 
proved unsatisfying. He was attracted to Neo-Platonism, and then under­
went a conversion to Christianity. He became a priest and then bishop of 
Hippo in North Africa. His writings covered many topics, and set the direc­
tion of Christian theology for many centuries to come. For our purposes, the 
most significant of all his works is his massive City of God, written over a 
period of thirteen years. It had arisen out of a crucial event of history. In the 
year 410 the city of Rome was conquered and sacked by the Goths under the 
leadership of Alaric. This provoked not only a political crisis, but also a crisis 
of faith for many Roman citizens. In 412 the pagan Volusianus addressed a 
series of objections to the Christian faith to Marcellinus, who in turn passed 
them on to Augustine. 

There were two main criticisms of Christianity in relationship to the 
disaster that had befallen Rome. First, Christianity taught a renunciation of 
the world, which turned citizens away from service of the state. In fact, cer­
tain of the virtues it proclaimed were antithetical to the empire's success. 
Christ's injunction to turn the other cheek when slapped, for example, 
would hardly result in defense of the empire. Second, when Rome had con­
verted to Christianity under Constantine, the pagans proclaimed that their 
own gods would bring terrible consequences on Rome. This had now 
occurred in the fall of Rome. 

Marcellinus put the objection this way: "It is manifest that very great 

'Stace contends that the doctrine of ideas is founded upon the correspondence theory of 
truth. If] have a true idea of a concept, such as justice or largeness, then there must exist 
something such as justice in itself or largeness in itself, to which my idea corresponds 
(Stace, Critical History of Creek Philosophy, pp. 183-85). 
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calamities have befallen the country under the government of emperors 

practising, for the most part, the Christian religion."20 Marcellinus begged 

Augustine to make some reply to these charges, and out of this came the 

City of God. Its influence has been great. The emperor Charlemagne, who 

used to have serious works read to him as he ate his dinner, enjoyed hearing 

the works of Augustine, and especially, the City of God. Augustine himself 

indicates the motivation for this writing in his Retractions: 

Meanwhile, Rome was overthrown by a raid of Goths, led by King Alaric, a 
most destructive invasion. The polytheistic worshippers of false gods, whom 
we commonly call "pagans/1 endeavoured to bring this overthrow home to the 
Christian religion, and began to blaspheme the true God with unusual sharp­
ness and bitterness. This set me on fire with zeal for the house of God, and I 
commenced to write the books Of the City of God against their blasphemies or 
errors. This work occupied me for a number of years, owing to numerous 
interruptions of businesses that would not brook delay and had a prior claim 
on me. . . . These first ten books, then, are a refutation of these two vain opin­
ions adverse to the Christian religion. But not to expose ourselves to the 
reproach of merely having refuted the other side without establishing our own 
position, we have made that assertion of our own position the object of the sec­
ond part of this work. 

Although this work was originally conceived as a response to the problem 

just described, it became much more than that. The first ten books are in 

large part a negative or defensive response to those charges, but the last 

twelve books are a positive demonstration of the value of Christianity, as 

contrasted with paganism. The City of God constitutes a thorough philoso­

phy of history, for the whole understanding of what is transpiring on the 

stage of history must be seen as the contrast between the stories of two cit­

ies. 

This constructive portion of the treatise begins with a frank declaration 

of Augustine's epistemology. He is, with respect to ultimate truths, clearly 

not an empiricist. He is going to speak of God, but acknowledges that only 

seldom does anyone move from the observation of material objects to the 

knowledge of God as creator. This is because God does not speak with 

humanity through the medium of matter, "but He speaks by means of the 

truth itself, and to all who can hear with the mind rather than with the 

body." • Because the human was made in the image of God and therefore 

Augustine Letter 136.2. 
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comes closer to him than does any other part of the creation, one would 
think that humans would be able to know God, at least through their high­
est part. Unfortunately, however, "the mind, which was meant to be rea­
sonable and intelligent, has, by dark and inveterate vices, become too 
weak to adhere joyously to His unchangeable light (or even to bear it) 
until, by gradual renewal and healing, it is made fit for such happiness, its 
first need was to be instructed by faith and purified. "J0 It was in order to 
bring humans into truth that the Son of God became incarnate, thus 
becoming the mediator of truth. Consequently, through the prophets, by 
Jesus' own words, then through the apostles, God made this necessary 
knowledge known to humans, and inspired the Scripture. We customarily 
know by our own witness those things presented to our senses, but when 
they are not, we seek out and believe other witnesses. "If, however, our 
perceptions are of invisible things remote from our own interior sense, we 
ought to believe either those who have learned these truths as revealed in 
the Incorporeal Light or those who contemplate these truths in an abiding 
Vision of God.":}1 

Augustine then offers us a great epic, depicting the origin, progression, 
and ultimate end of the history we observe. It all began with God's creation 
of everything that is. This is something taken by faith, in this case, reliance 
upon the witness of Moses, one of those prophets of whom Augustine has 
spoken. Yet although revealed, this truth should be apparent to all who 
observe the universe: "For, quite apart from the voice of the Prophets, the 
very order, changes, and movements in the universe, the very beauty of 
form in all that is visible, proclaim, however silently, both that the world 
was created and also that its Creator could be none other than God whose 
greatness and beauty are both ineffable and invisible."32 

It should be apparent that Augustine is working with a strong theism. 
This God of whom he speaks is the originator of all things, not Plato's demi­
urge, who works with the material that he finds at hand. This God has cre­
ated, and his creation is complete. It is good because he is good. This 
includes even those things within creation that we might tend to consider 
"unsuitable and even harmful" to us, such as fire, cold, and wild beasts. Yet 
those who raise this objection have not really considered the nature of these 
things, how valuable to us if we use them "well and wisely." Augustine takes 
as an example poison, which is deadly if improperly used, but if properly 
employed can be a health-giving medicine, while food, drink, and sunlight, 

:i(lrbid. 
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if taken immoderately and unwisely, can be harmful.3'5 

In Augustine's understanding of the creation, there is a great hierarchy of 

created objects. Some, the angels, are heavenly, and many are earthly. Some 

are better than others, and the reason for this inequality is to make possible 

the existence of each and all. In this hierarchy, God is the highest, then in 

descending order, the angels, humans, animals, plants, and inanimate 

objects. This is objective, being the very way reality has been structured. 

There is also a subjective order of valuations, which results from free cre­

ated intelligences' ability to value things differently from the way God had 

created them. Our place is to see this objective order, and to see ourselves in 

the proper place within it.34 

Interestingly, these created objects all bear the image of God, each in its 

own way. Since God is triune, the image must also be triune in nature. In 

the human, for example, this is seen in the fact that we are, we know that we 

are, and we love to be and know that we are.35 Here is an echo of what 

Augustine developed much more extensively in The Trinity. Everything else 

in creation, even the inanimate, reflects this same triune pattern.36 

The city of God is to be seen as including not only God himself and all 

those humans who love and obey him, but also a great heavenly host of 

angels. Indeed, much of what God accomplishes in the world he carries out 

by means of the angels. Like humans, they are free intelligences, and it was 

the use of their freedom that initiated the grand story after creation. August­

ine clearly wrestles with the problem of evil. He is not willing to take the 

approach of Manicheism, which had appealed to him so strongly during his 

earlier years, according to which there were two ultimate principles, good 

and evil. Rather, God created everything, and it was all good. The presence 

of evil occurred through a disruption of the order of things. As noted above, 

there is a great order of things, and the preservation of this order is good: 

"All natures, then, are good simply because they exist and, therefore, have 

each its own measure of being, its own beauty, even, in a way, its own 

peace. And when each is in the place assigned by the order of nature, it best 

preserves the full measure of being that was given to it."37 The good angels 

are those that persisted in the place assigned to them; the evil angels are 

those that rebelled against God and turned to themselves. They were able to 

do this because, being made in the image of God, they possessed the free­

dom of choice to do so. If, however, we seek for some additional explana-

"Ibid., 11.22. 
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tion, some efficient cause of evil, none is forthcoming. There is nothing in 
the creation that itself is evil, that could have caused this choice.3" 

This same history also marked the beginning of the human race. 
Although Augustine does not know the time of the creation, he is careful to 
reject two erroneous views: the position that humans were not created, but 
are eternal, as is God; and the Greek cyclical view that history simply 
repeats itself. He is committed to a linear view of time, in which history is 
moving toward a definite goal, which God has established.39 The question is 
not so much the date at which humanity came into being, but rather the fact 
that there is an end, which is ultimately meaningful. 

Just as the angels, the humans misused their freedom and fell. This had 
significant effects, especially death. Whereas angels were created immortal 
and even sin could not deprive them of that immortality, humans can die 
physically, which involves the separation of body and soul. There is also the 
death of the soul, when God leaves it. These two together constitute the first 
death. Bej'ond that there is the second death, which is the eternal punish­
ment suffered by the reunited body and soul." 

If creation brought the City of God upon earth, the fall of humanity intro­
duced the earthly city. These two cities and the relationship between them 
constitute Augustine's explanation of history. All the human race is 
descended from the one person Adam, and all would have experienced the 
endless misery of the second death, had not God in his mercy intervened. 
Despite all the differences of culture and appearance among the peoples of 
the world, all belong to one or the other of these two cities: "One city is that 
of men who live according to the flesh. The other is of men who live accord­
ing to the spirit. Each of them chooses its own kind of peace and, when they 
attain what they desire, each lives in the peace of its own choosing."41 While 
these two groups are found intermingled within this world, they are quite 
different, in both their orientation and their destiny: "In regard to mankind I 
have made a division. On the one side are those who live according to man; 
on the other, those who live according to God. And 1 have said that, in a 
deeper sense, we may speak of two cities or two human societies, the des­
tiny of the one being an eternal kingdom under God while the doom of the 
other is eternal punishment along with the Devil."'12 While it might be 
tempting to identify the City of God with the church, Augustine appears not 
to be doing so. He uses the term church in several different senses, and in 

nbid. , 12.6,7. 
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the Enchiridion appears to be making such an identification, but in reality he 
distinguishes the City of God from the visible or empirical church. In his dis­
cussion of the final judgment, he makes clear that there will be a separation, 
even from within the church: 

And from the Church those reapers shall gather out the tares which He suf­
fered to grow with the wheat till the harvest, as He explains in the words "The 
harvest is the end of the world; and the reapers are the angels. As therefore the 
tares are gathered together and burned with fire, so shall it be in the end of the 
world. The Son of man shall send His angels, and they shall gather out of His 
kingdom all offenses." Can He mean out of that kingdom in which are no 
offenses? Then it must be out of His present kingdom, the Church, that they 
are gathered.'1' 

This great drama that is unfolding will come to a final end, which Augustine 

describes in the last four books of the City of God. Christ will return person­

ally in the last times, and will then judge the living and the dead.4'1 The basis 

of this judgment, however, is not the works of humans as such. If God had 

simply administered justice, none would have been saved. Rather, Christ 

came as the mediator, to reconcile God and humans, who by their sin had 

introduced a great gulf between themselves and God. This mediator could 

only accomplish this if he himself were God.45 Those who are judged worthy 

of eternal life are those who have freely chosen to accept this reconciling 

work of the mediator. 

Thus, this final judgment will not bring to an end either of the two king­

doms that have coexisted during this earthly lifetime: "After the resurrec­

tion, however, when the final, universal judgment has been completed, 

there shall be two kingdoms, each with its own distinct boundaries, the one 

Christ's, the other the devil's; the one consisting of the good, the other of the 

bad, both, however, consisting of angels and men."40 Neither of these groups 

will be able to sin—the former because they have no will to do so, the latter 

because they have no power to do so. The former will continue endlessly in 

bliss, but the latter will suffer forever. There will, however, be degrees, both 

of reward and of punishment, for the respective groups.47 

Because there is a divine sovereignty, the events of history are driven not 

by human action, but by the willing of God. What he decides will come to 

pass, and nothing can frustrate that will. Even the ultimate fate of individual 
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humans is the result of God's will, in the well-known doctrine of predestina­
tion. Throughout Augustine's writings there is an apparent tension between 
human freedom and divine sovereignty. The relationship of these two in his 
thought is a problem exceeding the scope of this book. Augustine considers 
the question of in what sense it can be said that God wills all tobe saved, but 
yet not everyone is actually saved. This would seem to indicate that humans 
by their will are able to frustrate the will of God, and that they actually do 
so. Nonetheless, he saves even those who are unwilling, if he so chooses, 
because he is able to change the wills of sinful men, whenever and wher­
ever he chooses, and to direct those wills to good ends.48 And the fact that he 
decides to do this in the case of one and not in the case of another, is not 
injustice, it is grace and mercy. There is nothing of merit in the one that 
causes God to choose him or her. When he does it for one, that is mercy, but 
when he does not do it for another, that is justice.'1"' 

In part, Augustine's doctrine of divine sovereignty developed more fully 
into the doctrine of predestination as he interacted with the Pelagians, who 
believed in human goodness and ability. Augustine eventually saw the 
implications of the position he took on human sinfulness and inability as 
involving the necessity of total predestination. 

Augustine's view as premodern. A number of dimensions of Augustine's 
thought influenced the nature of the view of reality that came to character­
ize the medieval church's understanding, and thus the belief of large parts of 
the Western world for many centuries. 

1. We are given here an explanation of reality that is intended to be ratio­
nal. This is not to say that all of reality can be comprehended by unaided 
human reason, but that it is believed to follow a rational pattern and the 
laws of logic. Nor does this mean that everything will be comprehensible to 
the unaided human mind, but that truth is interrelated. Because the same 
God who made the external world created the human mind, it follows the 
same patterns of order that are found in that created world. 

2. This is a comprehensive account. All of history is encompassed within 
this explanatory scheme; indeed, it goes beyond what is usually termed his­
tory, to cover the eternal future. It is also universal in the sense of being the 
story, not merely of one group of people or one geographical area, but of the 
entire human race. It is not presented as merely one idiosyncratic account 
of things, but as universal truth. 

3. This is clearly a theology, not a philosophy. Repeatedly, Augustine 
declares that he is going to base his view primarily on the specially revealed 

Ibid., 97-98. 
rbid., 98; Augustine On the Predestination of the Saints 19. 
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Scripture, rather than on human reasoning power. Thus, what he gives us is 

generically a philosophy of history, but more specifically, a theology of his­

tory. The categories he uses to explain the story of history are drawn not 

from experience of history, but from supernatural concepts. To use the cate­

gories developed much later, in the twentieth century, this is history "from 

above," rather than "from below." 

4. The ultimate explanation of reality and history is that the moving, 

causing force is not any force or set of forces within nature, but is supernat­

ural. What occurs is a product of a transcendent being's planning, initiating, 

and directing activity. 

5. Humanity's final end is defined, not in terms of physical satisfaction or 

comfort within the confines of this earthly life, but in relationship to a life to 

follow this one and in a locale removed from earth. The object of life is to 

relate oneself correctly to a supernatural, eternal, infinite, and unseen 

being. 

Thomas Aquinas 

Theological reflection continued to refine Christian doctrine during the cen­

turies following Augustine. Much of this was based on variations of the phi­

losophy of Plato. In the thought of St. Thomas Aquinas, we find both the 

culmination of that process and a turn to a new direction. What is clear is 

that his thought has had far-reaching effects, in the fields of both theology 

and philosophy. For centuries to follow, he was the major theologian of 

Roman Catholicism, to such an extent that his theology could almost be said 

to be the official theology of the Catholic Church. In 1567 the Council of 

Trent in enunciating the Catholic response to Protestantism gave Thomas 

the title "Universal Doctor of the Church." 

As we noted, many theologians followed the lead of Augustine by utiliz­

ing Platonism and Neo-Platonism as their philosophical resource. In the thir­

teenth century, the philosophical works of Aristotle began to become known 

in Christian circles. It was the genius of Thomas to develop a synthesis 

between Aristotle and Christian theology. This is not to say that Thomas fol­

lowed Aristotle blindly. He sometimes followed Plato more closely, espe­

cially where it seemed to him that Aristotle's views on an issue were not 

fully compatible with revealed Christianity. 

Thomas was born at Roccasecca, Italy, probably in 1225. He was a large 

man, who spoke little, leading his fellow students to label him the dumb ox. 

After taking his early education at the monastery of Monte Cassino, he 

enrolled at the University of Naples, where he came in contact with the phi­

losophy of Aristotle and with the order of Dominicans. This was a reform 

movement with special appeal to intellectuals but regarded by the upper 
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classes of society as extreme and fanatical. When Thomas entered the order, 
his father had him kidnapped by his brothers and held prisoner in the fam­
ily castle for two years, during which time they sought to dissuade him from 
membership in the order. Upon being released, Thomas returned to the 
order. He went on to study at the University of Paris, a center of the rising 
Aristotelianism, and began his teaching career there in 1256. 

Thomas's two major works are the Summa Theologica (or more correctly, 
Theologiae) and the Summa Contra Gentiles. The former was his statement of 
Christian belief, for the instruction of Christians. It was his systematic theol­
ogy, as it were. The Summa Contra Gentiles was his apologetic, designed to 
assist Christians in their refutation of other religions, at a time when Chris­
tianity was encountering Muslims in Spain and North Africa. These works 
were written using the scholastic method, a style that seems strange to us 
today, but was familiar to theologians and other scholars of the time. Thom­
as states a particular doctrine, then observes the objections commonly 
raised to it. Following that, he replies to the objections, stating his own view, 
often with citations from earlier Christian theologians or from "the philoso­
pher," his designation of Aristotle. 

To understand Thomas's theology and philosophy, it is important to see 
his distinctions between nature and grace, between reason and faith, which 
underlie all of his specific positions. The whole set of distinctions could be 
summarized in terms of natural and supernatural. The natural can be 
known by reason, but the supernatural can only be grasped by faith. Yet 
there is no real conflict between the two. Since both derive ultimately from 
God, they are in harmony, if properly understood. The lower realm v^as the 
domain of philosophy, by which Thomas of course has in mind especially 
the philosophy of Aristotle, whereas the supernatural can be known only by 
revelation. Whereas Augustine saw faith as seeking understanding, in Thom­
as's thought it was more a matter of understanding leading one to faith. 

All of this means that the existence of God can be known by human rea­
son, without appeal to the authority of the Scriptures or of special revela­
tion. His essence, however, can only be known by consulting his special 
revelation. So, for example, it is possible to prove by rational argument that 
God exists, but not that he is triune. The method of philosophy is to start 
with the particulars of sense perception, to build from those to the abstract 
forms and relations of science, and ultimately to the abstract principles of 
metaphysics. Theology's method is the reverse of this. It begins with the 
data of revelation, from which as its principles it deduces the conclusions 
that it elaborates and systematizes. 

As I observed, Thomas does not believe it is necessary to appeal to spe­
cial revelation to know the existence of God. Neither, however, does he hold 
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that this divine existence is known immediately or intuitively. It is true that 

the knowledge that God exists is implanted within us in a general and con­

fused way, insofar as God is the human's source of happiness and all per­

sons desire happiness. This is not to know absolutely that God exists.50 

Rather, God's existence must and can be established by the use of rational 

proofs. Thomas does this in his famous fivefold proof for the existence of 

God. Whereas Anselm in his ontological proof had argued for God's exist­

ence from an analysis of God's nature, showing that it necessarily included 

his existence, Thomas will begin with what all persons can observe. 

The first proof is from motion. In Thomas's thought, causing motion is 

bringing something from a state of potentiality to one of actuality. Nothing 

can be changed from potentiality to actuality except by something actual, 

and nothing can be at the same time potential and actual. Consequently, 

nothing can be the cause of its own motion. What is in motion must there­

fore be put in motion by something else, which is actuality, and that in turn 

by yet something else. It is impossible, however, for this sequence of causes 

and effects to be infinite, for if that were the case, there would be no first 

mover and, consequently, no subsequent movers. "Therefore, it is necessary 

to arrive at a first mover, put in motion by no other; and this everyone 

understands to be God."51 

The second proof is from efficient causation. In the sensible world, we 

find an order of efficient causes. Nothing can be its own efficient cause, 

because then it would be prior to itself. Again it is not possible to go on to 

infinity, because that would take away intermediate cause, which in turn is 

the cause of the ultimate cause. Therefore, it is necessary to posit a first 

cause, which everyone names God.5J 

The third proof is taken from an analysis of the possible (or contingent) 

and the necessary. Contingent things have the possibility of being or not 

being, and that which can not be, at some time is not. If, however, all things 

were contingent, there would have been a time when there was nothing. 

Then, however, nothing could now exist, because the nonexistent cannot 

come into existence except through something that is. If that were the case, 

there would be nothing now, which is obviousty absurd. Therefore there 

must be some necessary being, who has his being, whose being does not 

depend on anything else, and this necessary being we call God.53 

The fourth proof is based on the degrees of perfection that we find in 

Thomas Aquinas Summa Theologiae Part 1, Question 2, Article 1, Reply to Objections 1. 
5IIbid., P1,Q2, A3, 
"ibid, 
"ibid. 
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experience. The greater more closely approximates to the greatest in that 
genus. That maximum is the cause of the other members of the series, as 
fire, being the maximum of heat, is the cause of all hot things. "Therefore," 
Thomas concludes, "there must be something that is to all things the cause 
of their being, goodness, and every perfection, and this we call God."54 

Thomas's final argument is the design argument. He observes that there 
are things lacking intelligence, such as natural bodies, that act for an end, 
producing the best result. This could not be by chance, however, and since 
something that lacks intelligence cannot move toward an end in itself, there 
must be some intelligent being that directs all things to their ends, and this 
being we call God. 3 

This type of reasoning can succeed with respect to the natural world, 
establishing thereby the existence of the supernatural. Specific knowledge 
of that supernatural world cannot be attained simply by the use of reason, 
however. While some had contended that it was possible to establish by rea­
son that God is triune, Thomas does not think so. This is part of God's 
essence, which is undiscoverable by human reason. 

One important question relates to how we are able to predicate anything 
about God. We attribute to God qualities that we also predicate of human 
beings, such as intelligence and love, using the same language. Do these 
terms mean the same thing when applied to God as they do when applied to 
us? Here Thomas points out that the same word is used differently in many 
cases. Thus, for example, the word healthy is used differently of medicine 
and animal, since medicine is the cause of health in the animal. Similarly 
with respect to terms predicated of God and of humans: 

And in this way some things are said of God and creatures analogically, and 
not in a purely equivocal nor in a purely univocal sense. For we can name God 
only from creatures. Thus whatever is said of God and creatures, is said 
according to the relation of a creature to God as its principle and cause, 
wherein all perfections of things pre-exist excellently. Now this mode of com­
munity of idea is a mean between pure equivocation and simple univocation. 
For in analogies the idea is not, as it is in univocals, one and the same, yet it is 
not totally diverse as in equivocals; but a term which is thus used in a multiple 
sense signifies various proportions to some one thing; thus "healthy" applied to 
urine signifies the sign of animal health, and applied to medicine signifies the 
cause of the same health.5" 

Thus, we can use the natural realm to understand the supernatural realm 

"ibid, 
"ibid. 
5HIbid., PI, Q.13, A5. 
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because there is an analogy or proportion between the two. It would not be 

proper to say that God and his love and intelligence resemble us, but rather 

that we resemble him. He is the perfection and completion of what we are 

only in part. 

Thomas is working with a hierarchical conception of reality. At the top of 

this scheme is God, who is pure actuality, without any mixture of potential­

ity. His essence and existence are identical. He knows all things in himself 

and by his knowledge he is the cause of all being. Next are the separate 

intellectual substances, the various levels of angels. They are pure spirits. 

Then there are humans, who are human souls united with material bodies.37 

The human thus participates, as it were, in the reality of that which is 

above it in the hierarchy of being and that which is below. The human soul 

is immortal. The souls of animals are not self-subsistent, but those of 

humans are. The souls of animals can be corrupted when their bodies are cor­

rupted, but humans' souls can only be corrupted in themselves. But Thomas 

says, "This, indeed, is impossible, not only as regards the human soul, but 

also as regards anything subsistent that is a form alone. For it is clear that 

what belongs to a thing by virtue of itself is inseparable from it; but exist­

ence belongs to a form, which is an act, by virtue of itself. Wherefore matter 

acquires actual existence as it acquires the form; while it is corrupted so far 

as the form is separated from it. But it is impossible for a form to be sepa­

rated from itself; and therefore it is impossible for a subsistent form to cease 

to exist."58 

The human is made in the image of God. In what does this image consist? 

Thomas says, "Man is said to be after the image of God, not as regards his 

body, but as regards that whereby he excels other animals. Hence, when it is 

said, 'Let us make man to our image and likeness/ it is added, 'And let him 

have dominion over the fishes of the sea' (Genesis 1:26). Now man excels all 

animals by his reason and intelligence; hence it is according to his intelli­

gence and reason, which are incorporeal, that man is said to be according to 

the image of God."39 This is what enables him to understand the revealed 

truth about God, and also to discover from the natural world the existence of 

God. 

Thomas as premodern. In a number of respects, Thomas exemplifies pre-

modernism. 

1. There are two realms of reality, that of the natural and the supernatu­
ral. 

Ibid., PI.Q50, AI. 
'ibid., P1.Q75, A6. 
'Ibid., PI, Q3, AI, R2. 
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2. The supernatural is the cause of the existence of the natural, and of 

what happens within it. 

3. Humans may by reason discover the natural, but they can only know 

the supernatural by God's gracious special revelation. 

4. There is no contradiction between the realm of nature and of grace, 

and thus no contradiction between reason and faith. 

Summary of P remodern i sm 
I have chosen to approach the understanding of premodernism by examin­
ing three representatives. Plato and Augustine are fundamentally rationalis­
tic in their epistemology, favoring the idea that knowledge comes through 
the reasoning process, rather than through sense experience. Thomas 
Aquinas, on the other hand, emphasizes sense experience, and is therefore 
more consonant with the modern scientific method. Yet even his thought 
displays notable differences from the modern, and particularly the postmod­
ern, view. 

While the thoughts of each of these men show unique variations, it is pos­
sible to observe some general themes, which summarize the premodern ori­
entation: 

1. There is an overall explanation of things, in terms of inclusiveness 
with respect to all of reality and of the whole of history. 

2. Reality has a rational character. History is going somewhere, fulfilling 
some discernible pattern, whether linear or circular in nature. It is therefore 
possible to make sense of reality. Humans are capable of understanding 
reality, at least to some degree, whether that knowledge results from per­
sonal discovery or from acceptance of special revelation from a divine 
being. 

3. Observable nature does not exhaust all of reality. There are real and 
important entities lying beyond nature. Indeed, these entities, whether per­
sonal or impersonal, are considered to have a strong and perhaps even deci­
sive influence on what transpires within the observable world. 

4. The happiness and fulfillment of humans is believed to require correct 
adjustment to these unseen realities. Because they are the source of mean­
ing or of life, they must be understood and followed. Thus, full human exist­
ence requires an element of faith, as it were. 

5. Time, as we know it, is not the whole of reality. An additional dimen­
sion of life, and in many ways its most important aspect, lies beyond time. 

6. The unchanging and permanent are most important. Without these, 
the flux of experience would have no real meaning. 
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V ^ - J radually, the way of thinking identified as premodernism gave way 

to a view that in some respects agreed with it, but in other significant ways, 

contradicted it. This new thinking characterized science as well as philoso­

phy. It can be understood by examining four major representatives of the 

modern mind: Rene Descartes, Isaac Newton, John Locke, and Immanuel 

Kant. 

Rene Descartes 

Often referred to as the father of modern philosophy, Descartes in many 

ways deserves that title. He embodies many of the characteristics of the 

modern period intellectually, and in some ways does that so fully that he is 

the basis for some of the caricatures that have been offered regarding mod­

ern thinkers in general. He was a mathematician, who invented analytic 

geometry, and that specialization colors all of his thinking. It was the preci­

sion, objectivity, and finality of mathematics that he sought for in all areas 

of knowledge. 

Born in Touraine, France, in 1596, he studied at the Jesuit College of La 

Fleche. Here he found himself considerably disillusioned with much that he 

was learning. He came to consider as false anything that he found to be only 

probable. He was looking for that whose truth could be clearly and defi­

nitely seen. Because he was supported by his parents he did not need to 

occupy himself with any definite employment, although he did engage in 
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military service for a time. Consequently, he traveled extensively, studying 
and observing life. During this period he formulated his philosophy and 
began committing it to writing. 

Many of Descartes's general conceptions and goals are to be found in his 
Rules for the Direction of the Understanding. He is clear that what he is seek­
ing is a universal type of knowledge, both in the sense of what is true for 
everyone and of what is true of all areas of knowledge. He observes that in 
the arts, it is not possible to learn all of them at once. One makes far more 
progress by concentrating on one at a time. Some think this is also true of 
the sciences, but such is not the case. "For all the sciences are nothing else 
but human wisdom, which always remains one and the same, however dif­
ferent the subjects to which it is applied, and which receives no more alter­
ation from those subjects than does the light of the sun from the variety of 
things it illumines. Hence there is no need to impose any boundaries upon 
the mind: the knowledge of one truth does not, like the practise of one art, 
keep us from the discovery of another, but rather helps us."1 The reason for 
this is that there is an interconnectedness of the sciences. In fact, Descartes 
says, "they are all interconnected and reciprocally dependent." Instead of 
studying merely one of these sciences, therefore, one who wishes to gain 
knowledge should aim at "increasing the natural light of reason," rather than 
solving particular scholastic problems. This will enable the intellect to show 
the will what choice to make. 

In this process, the objects that we should study are those about which 
we can gain "certain and indubitable knowledge." The only disciplines of 
which this is true are arithmetic and geometry, which should lead us to 
inquire why this is. Such inquiry reveals that knowledge can be obtained by 
two means: experience and deduction. The reason for the superior certainty 
found in these two disciplines is that "they alone are concerned with an 
object so pure and simple that they suppose absolutely nothing which expe­
rience has rendered uncertain, but consist entirely in consequences ration­
ally deduced." The conclusion is not that persons should restrict their study 
to these two fields, but that they "ought not to occupy themselves with any 
object, concerning which they cannot possess a certainty equal to that of the 
demonstration of arithmetic and geometry.":! Descartes is skeptical of the 
knowledge commended to one by others, since scholars have frequently 
taken obscure matters on which they have only probable knowledge, given 
them complete faith, and mixed them with matters that are true and cer-

Rene Descartes, Rules for the Direction of the Understanding rule 1 
'ibid. 
jlbid., rule 2. 
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tain.4 Here is the picture of the individual knower, who must personally ver­
ify all knowledge that he would accept. Indeed, Descartes indicates that he 
was born with a mind such that he found greater pleasure in discovering 
things by his own devices than in hearing others explain them.5 

There are only two acts of the intellect by which we can arrive at truth 
without any fear of error. These two are intuition and deduction. By intu­
ition Descartes means not merely a fleeting sensory experience, but "a con­
ception of a pure and attentive mind so easy and so distinct, that no doubt at 
all remains about that which we are understanding. Or, what comes to the 
same thing, intuition is the undoubting conception of a pure and attentive 
mind, which arises from the light of reason alone, and is more certain even 
than deduction, because simple." Examples of such intuitions are that one 
exists, that he thinks, that a triangle has only three sides. These are actually 
more numerous than most persons think, because "they scorn to turn their 
minds toward matters so easy." By deduction Descartes means the process 
by which certain truths are "necessarily concluded from other facts cer­
tainly known." It is no less certain than is intuition, but is distinguished 
from it by involving some movement or succession, which intuition does 
not. An example is the knowledge that the last link in a chain is connected 
with the first, even though we do not take in all the links in a single glance, 
as we would in intuition, but by a process in which successively we see each 
of the different links. These are two most certain paths to scientific knowl­
edge, and no others should be admitted. This conclusion, however, does not 
preclude our believing those things that are divinely revealed to be more 
certain than all knowledge, because faith in these is a matter of will rather 
than of intellect. However, "if they have a basis in the intellect, they can and 
ought to be, more than all other things, discovered by one or other of the 
two ways already mentioned."8 This will emerge in our later examination of 
Descartes' thought. 

It is extremely important that one proceed in the quest for knowledge by 
following some definite method of inquiry. Descartes shows a certain con­
descension toward average humans, who, he says, "often lead their minds 
through unknown paths," hoping to find truth by chance, whom he likens to 
persons who seek treasure by roaming about on roads, hoping to find some­
thing lost by a stranger. While it is possible by good fortune to find some­
thing this way on occasion, "it is much better never to think of investigating 

4Ibid., rule 3. 
5Ibid., rule 10. 
"ibid., rule 3. 
7Ibid. 
"Ibid. 
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the truth of anything at all, than to do it without method." What does he 
mean by method? "By method, then, I understand certain and simple rules, 
such that if a man follows them exactly, he will never suppose anything 
false to be true, and, spending no useless menta] effort, but gradually and 
steadily increasing his knowledge, will arrive at the true knowledge of all 
those things to which his powers are adequate."'1 

In the Meditations we see an application of this methodology Descartes 
has been discussing. He begins by confessing that several years earlier he 
had come to realize that many of the things that he had believed since his 
youth were false opinions. At that time he resolved to rid himself of all those 
opinions, and to commence anew "the work of building from the founda­
tion, if I desired to establish a firm and abiding superstructure in the sci­
ences/'10 Here is foundationalism: the attempt to establish some absolutely 
certain starting point on which all knowledge could rest, and which would 
then have its truth guaranteed as well. To do this, Descartes will seek to 
doubt everything until he comes to something truly indubitable. 

There are, Descartes notes, many things the truth of which it seems to be 
impossible to doubt. Among these are some firsthand sense experiences: 
"that I am in this place, seated by the fire, clothed in a winter dressing-gown, 
that I hold in my hands this piece of paper, with other intimations of the 
same nature." If he denies such obvious truths, certainly he would have to 
be classed as insane. Yet there are other possibilities. He is a human, in the 
habit not only of sleeping, but of dreaming similar things to these. Since 
there are no certain marks for distinguishing the state of waking from that of 
sleeping, he cannot be sure that he is not now dreaming. We must acknowl­
edge that their existence is doubtful. Although this is the case, there seem to 
be some indubitable objects: "but that Arithmetic, Geometry, and the other 
sciences of the same class, which regard merely the simplest and most gen­
eral objects, and scarcely inquire whether or not these are really existent, 
contain somewhat that is certain and indubitable: for whether I am awake or 
dreaming, it remains true that two and three make five, and that a square 
has but four sides; nor does it seem possible that truths so apparent can ever 
fall under a suspicion of falsity [or incertitude]."" 

Yet even here there is the possibility of error. Suppose that the all-power­
ful God has so arranged things that I am deceived about these matters. Des­
cartes notes that he sometimes thinks that others are in error. How does he 
know that he himself is not similarly in error? It might seem that the good-

''lbid-, rule 4. 
'^Descartes, Meditations on First philosophy, meditation 1. 
"Ibid. 
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ness of God is the guarantee in this matter, for how could a good God have 
created him in such a way as to be liable to constant deception? But if this is 
the case, it would seem that this divine goodness would also be contrary to 
his being occasionally deceived. Yet he realizes that he is sometimes in 
error. Thus this epistemological deus ex machina does not solve the prob­
lem. Perhaps it is not God but some malignant demon who does the deceiv­
ing. In light of all these considerations, Descartes must diligently guard 
against credulity on his part.12 

In the second meditation Descartes moves from the negative doubt to 
the positive of that which cannot be doubted successfully. Just as 
Archimedes had wished for a firm and immovable spot from which to move 
the world, so Descartes acknowledges that he is looking for such a meta­
physical spot, one thing that is indubitable. Here again is Descartes's foun-
dationalism, his desire to find a foundation on which to build his philosophy 
with certainty. 

Suppose, he says, that he was convinced that there was absolutely noth­
ing in the world. Would that also mean that he was convinced that he did 
not exist? By no means: 

I assuredly existed, since I was persuaded. 
But there is 1 know not what being, who is possessed at once of the highest 

power and the deepest cunning, who is constantly employing all his ingenuity 
in deceiving me. Doubtless, then, 1 exist, since I am deceived; and let him 
deceive me as long as he may, he can never bring it about that I am nothing, 
so long as I shall be conscious that I am something. So that it must, in fine, be 
maintained, all things being maturely and carefully considered, that this prop­
osition (pronunciatum) I am, I exist, is necessarily true each time it is expressed 
by me, or conceived by me in my mind. " 

This is the argument that has come to be known popularly as "I think, there­
fore I am." If anything, the argument here should be summarized as "I 
doubt, therefore I am."14 The point is that from the activity of doubting, Des­
cartes infers the existence of himself as the subject. 

It is important that we analyze carefully the nature of this argument. 
It has come under a number of criticisms. One of these is that the start­
ing point itself is the conclusion of a deductive argument. On this basis, 
what Descartes has actually done is to argue as follows: "all thinking 
beings exist; I am a thinking being; therefore I exist." This, however, runs 

"ibid. 
"ibid., meditation 2. 
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counter to what Descartes had said about the two means of gaining knowl­
edge: "Let us enumerate all the acts of our intellect through which we can 
arrive at the cognition of things without any fear of error. There are only 
two: namely intuition and induction."15 He goes on to explain what he 
means by induction: "By intuition I understand, not the fleeting testimony 
of the senses, nor the deceptive judgment of the imagination with its false 
constructions; but a conception of a pure and attentive mind so easy and 
so distinct, that no doubt at all remains about that which we are under­
standing. Or, what comes to the same thing, intuition is the undoubting 
conception of a pure and attentive mind, which arises from the light of 
reason alone, and is more certain than deduction, because simpler."16aa 
That this type of intuition is involved in the first principle of the argument 
is seen from this statement: "When we become aware that we are thinking 
things, this is a primitive act of knowledge derived from no syllogistic rea­
soning. He who says 'I think, hence I am or exist' does not infer existence 
from thought by a syllogism, but, by a simple act of mental vision, recog­
nizes it as if it were a thing that is known per se." 

It is still necessary, however, to inquire further about the nature of the 
objects of intuition. How can we be certain that they indeed are true, or that 
our intuition is genuine? It is because the objects of intuition are clear and 
distinct, a pair of adjectives that play a very important part in Descartes's 
epistemology. He acknowledges, in connection with the cogito ("I think, 
therefore I am") that there is some difficulty in establishing this certainty. 
"And having remarked that there was nothing at all in the statement 'I think, 
therefore I am,' which assures me of having thereby made a true assertion, 
excepting that I see very clearly that to think it is necessary to be, I came to 
the conclusion that I might assume, as a general rule, that the things which 
we conceive very clearly and distinctly are all true—remembering, however, 
that there is some difficulty in ascertaining which are those that we dis­
tinctly conceive."18 He explains that he terms "that clear which is present 
and apparent to an attentive mind." By distinct he means "so precise and dif­
ferent from all other objects that it contains within itself absolutely nothing 
but what is clear."19 

It is not our purpose here to examine his discussion of the role of deity in 

Some editors emend this to read "deduction." 
"'Descartes, Rides for the Direction of the Understanding, rule 3. 
l7Rene Descartes, Reply to Second Objections, in The Philosophical Works of Descartes, trans. 
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guaranteeing the veridical character of these clear and distinct ideas, nor of 
asking about the validity of his contention. The point we have sought to 
illustrate is that knowledge can be certain because it rests on the firm bed­
rock of some indubitable first principles, from which it proceeds by valid 
deduction. 

Isaac Newton 
What Descartes has done for the discipline of philosophy, Isaac Newton did 
for science. Although he did not publish his magnum opus until 1687, New­
ton had made his major discoveries at the age of twenty-three. The discover­
ies that immediately preceded him made possible his insights. Newton was 
born in the year that Kepler died, and just eight years before the death of 
Descartes. It was an outstanding example of the coincidence of a gifted 
human and an opportune time. 

Much of the work that had been done was in the field of mathematics, 
and it is significant that the title of Newton's major work is Mathematical 
Principles of Natural Philosophy. Descartes had invented analytical geometry, 
and Newton invented calculus (Leibnitz also invented it independently). Yet 
it was not merely abstract mathematics that was the basis of Newton's scien­
tific theory or "natural philosophy," as he termed it. Mathematics combined 
with experimentation was the source of his knowledge of nature. Numerous 
significant discoveries in a period of twenty years formed the material on 
which Newton drew. Torricelli, a student of Galileo, had invented the 
barometer and measured the atmosphere in 1643. Pascal confirmed his 
measurements and formulated the laws of pressure in fluids. Boyle discov­
ered the laws of pressure in gases. So the method of science was to discover 
the laws of nature, confirming thereby the computations derived from math­
ematics. Newton's great contribution to science was to draw on the recent 
experimental data, and apply the mathematical method universally to 
mechanical motion. It was the fulfillment of Descartes's dream of giving a 
complete mechanical interpretation of the world in exact, mathematical, 
deductive terms. Newton formulated a famous rule and corollaries: 

Rule I. We are to admit no more causes of natural things than such as are both true 
and sufficient to explain their appearances. . . . 

Rule II. Therefore, to the same natural effects we must, as far as possible, assign 
the same causes.. . . 

Rule III. The qualities of bodies, which admit neither intensification nor remis­
sion of degree and are found to belong to all bodies within the reach of our experi­
ments, are to be esteemed the universal qualities of all bodies whatsoever. For 
since the qualities of bodies are only known to us by experiments, we are to hold 
for universal all such as universally agree with experiments. . . . We are certainly 
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not to relinquish the evidence of experiments for the sake of dreams and vain fic­
tions of our own; nor are we to recede from the analogy of Nature, which sues to 
be simple, and always consonant to itself.2" 

It is clear that his aim is "to subject the phenomena of nature to the laws of 
mathematics."21 There is a universal order within nature, and this order can 
be described mathematically. Kepler had discovered the laws of planetary 
motion from induction of the facts he had observed, and Galileo had formu­
lated the laws of falling bodies on the earth. Newton included both of these 
in one all-inclusive set of principles. The same laws governing occurrences 
on the surface of the earth apply throughout the entire solar system. This 
premise enabled later scientists to calculate and predict light, heat, magne­
tism, and electricity. 

The makeup of reality. In Newton's understanding, the world is made up of 
hard and indestructible particles called atoms. These particles are predomi­
nantly mathematical, but they are simply smaller elements of objects that 
we experience with our senses. So, for example, he says, "That all bodies are 
impenetrable, we gather not from reason, but from sensation. The bodies 
which we handle we find impenetrable, and thence conclude impenetrabil­
ity to be a universal property of all bodies whatsoever."22 Changes in nature 
are to be understood to be the results of the separations, union, and motion 
of these particles. 

Space and time. Newton's own position can be most clearly discerned with 
respect to his conceptions of space and time, and. here also the contrast with 
a later type of physics is sharply etched. Newton was attempting to distin­
guish his view of space and time, the true views thereof, from relativist 
views. On those views, space and time were thought of entirely in terms of 
distances between objects or events. They did not have any separate or 
independent status of their own. Newton, however, spoke of both absolute 
and relative time and space: "Absolute, true, and mathematical time, of 
itself, and from its own nature, flows equably without relation to anything 
external, and by another name is called duration: relative, apparent, and 
common time, is some sensible and external (whether accurate or unequa­
ble) measure of duration by the means of motion, which is commonly used 
instead of true time; such as an hour, a day, a month, a year."23 Absolute 
time can be seen here to have an intrinsic reality, for which it does not 
depend on anything, and is not affected or altered by anything. A similar 

Isaac Newton, Mathematical Principles of Natural Philosophy, 3.1-3. 
Ibid., author's preface. 

""Ibid., 3.3. 
"'Isaac Newton, Principles, Definitions, scholium 1. 
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distinction is made with respect to space: "Absolute space, in its own nature, 
without relation to anything external, remains always similar and immov­
able. Relative space is some movable dimension or measure of the absolute 
spaces; which our senses determine b}' its position to bodies, and which is 
vulgarly taken for immovable space."2"4 It may be popular to define space in 
relationship to certain objects. In reality, according to Newton, we should 
think in the reverse fashion. These objects are located within absolute 
space, which exists independently of these objects, and is not affected or 
altered by them. 

Corresponding to absolute and relative space is the idea of absolute and 
relative motion, which is correlated with the idea of force. Absolute motion 
is that which takes place as a result of application of force. There cannot be 
absolute motion without the application of force, and conversely, where 
force is applied, there must inevitably be absolute motion as a result. Rela­
tive motion involves no application of force, as when the object in question 
remains motionless, but another moves, thus altering the relationship 
between the two. 

Human beings. Newton's view of the human person and its relationship to 
the rest of the world follows what was by this time becoming a rather widely 
accepted view, namely, dualism. The human's soul, which for Newton is 
identical with the mind, is locked up as it were in the human body. It has no 
direct contact with the outside world. It is located in a particular part of the 
brain, called the sensorium, to which motions are conveyed from external 
objects b}' means of nerves, and it in turn transmits motions to muscles by 
animal spirits. In vision, the motions that come to the brain do not come 
directly from the external object, but from the image the object forms on the 
retina.23 Newton's doctrine of secondary qualities enters into play at this 
point. These have no existence outside of human brains, except as a poten­
tial of certain objects to reflect or propagate certain motions. On this 
understanding, the human is essentially a spectator. The world of qualities 
perceived by the human is simply the effects of the mechanistic external 
world on the brain of the person. 

God. Although this is a mathematical world, known empirically, Newton, 
as a Christian believer, did not dispense with God. As alluded to earlier, God 
is the one who has created this great machine of creation. Although Newton 
apparently had a theism based on his personal religious experience, it was 
as the Lord of the creation that God played a significant part in his system of 

J4Ibid.r scholium 2. 
""Isaac Newton, Optics, 1.1.7. 
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thought. Newton had a developed natural theology, according to which the 
orderliness of the heavenly bodies required a God: "This most beautiful sys­
tem of the sun, planets and comets could only proceed from the counsel and 
dominion of an intelligent and powerful Being. And if the fixed stars are the 
centres of other like systems, these, being formed by the like wise counsel, 
must be all subject to the dominion of One."27 It is not merely astronomical 
considerations that require belief in God, however: "Blind metaphysical 
necessity, which is certainly the same always and every where, could pro­
duce no variety of things. All that diversity of natural things which we find 
suited to different times and places could arise from nothing but the ideas 
and will of a Being necessarily existing."26 

Newton is concerned to define and describe this God in such a way as to 
distinguish his view from both deism and pantheism. God is infinite in 
every respect: he is supreme or most perfect, in eternity, knowledge, and 
power. The world is not to be thought of as his body, nor even as a machine 
that he has once created and in the affairs of which he never again involves 
himself. 

This Being governs all things, not as the soul of the world, but as Lord over all; 
and on account of his dominion he is wont to be called Lord Cod navTOKpa-
rcop, or Universal Ruler, for God is a relative word, and has a respect to ser­
vants: and Deity is not the dominion of God over his own body, as those imag­
ine who fancy God to be the soul of the world, but over servants. ° 

John Locke 
Quite different in many ways is John Locke's epistemology. He was strongly 
attracted to Descartes' philosophy, and one commentator suggests that Des­
cartes had more influence on Locke than did any other metaphysical philos­
opher, in terms of both his analytical approach and his introspective 
method. Locke's interests were more in facts than in abstractions, however, 
and he became critical of Descartes' rationalism, and soon developed his 
own thought in considerable contrast to this view.30 

Locke was born August 29, 1632, in Wrington, Somersetshire, England, 
but spent his boyhood near Bristol. He was the oldest of two sons in a family 
of Roundhead and Puritan sympathies. In 1652 he received a scholarship to 
Christ Church, Oxford, which was to be his home for the next fifteen years. 

'Newton, Principles, 2nd ed., book 3, general scholium. 
JIbid. 
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John Locke, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding (New York: Dover, 1959), l:xix-
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This was a time when experimental research was becoming popular, and 
Locke became occupied with chemical experiments and meteorological 
observations; he also studied medicine. Although he did not take a degree in 
medicine, he engaged in something of an amateur practice in Oxford. 

Two events occurred which were to shape his thought and interests for 
some time to come. First, a physician, Dr. Thomas, in his absence entrusted 
oversight of his practice to Locke. One patient who came during that time 
was the Earl of Shaftesbury. He was so favorably impressed with Locke that 
he invited him to regard his home as Locke's own. This friendship intro­
duced Locke into the society of scientists such as Sydenham and Boyle. The 
second event was a meeting of five or six friends in the winter of 1670. 
These friends were discussing some issues of morality and revealed religion, 
and found themselves unable to reach agreement. It occurred to Locke that 
they were taking a wrong approach, and that they should inquire into the 
objects and method of understanding. This became, by his own testimony, 
the inquiry that led to the production of his Essay. It proved to be one of the 
major works on the problems of epistemology within the history of philoso­
phy. 

No innate ideas. The first major point in Locke's epistemology is a rejec­
tion of the conception of innate ideas. While some have claimed that the 
view he attacks is a straw man, John Yolton has documented the widespread 
acceptance of the innate idea conception in seventeenth-century England.31 

The theory Locke is reacting against insists that humans have unlearned 
ideas that are part of their very makeup, something which the soul receives 
in its very first being and brings into the world with it. The most common 
argument offered in support of this contention is that of general assent, the 
fact that there are certain ideas that everyone agrees on. This, however, 
Locke asserts, would only be effective if it could not be shown that there is 
no other way that people come to such a view, which he believes can be 
done. Worse than that, however, the argument is self-defeating, for the sim­
ple reason that there is no single conception such as this on which everyone 
agrees.32 

Having thus disposed of the conception that there are ideas that are 
innate within us, Locke presents his alternative view. All our ideas, he con­
tends, come from either sensation or reflection, which together he terms 
experience. By the former he means the senses conveying into the mind per­
ceptions of things. This is the great source of most of our ideas, depending 
wholly on our senses. The other is the perception of the operations of our 

^John W. Yolton, Locke and the Way of Ideas (Oxford: Clarendon, 1956), chap. 2. 
'John Locke, Essay Concerning Human Understanding, 1.1.2-4. 
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own mind within us, working on ideas it has received. It is very like sense, 
and Locke indeed refers to it as internal sense. He calls this reflection, which 
he defines as "that notice which the mind takes of its own operations, and 
the manner of them, by reason whereof there come to be ideas of these 
operations in the understanding." These two, he says, "are to me the only 
originals from whence all our ideas take their beginnings."33 

Here then is foundationalism of a different sort from that of Descartes. 
Rather than beginning with indubitable first principles obtained introspec-
tively and drawing inferences from them, the basic starting point is sense 
experience. Although reflection also produces ideas, nothing can be pro­
duced without sensation first supplying the raw material. Qualities are the 
powers that objects have to cause ideas. Locke divides qualities into primary 
and secondary qualities. Primary qualities are those that all bodies have, 
including solidity, extension, figure, and mobility. Secondary qualities are 
those powers that cause the sensations of sound, color, odor, and taste in the 
perceiver. Locke does not hold that the secondary qualities, such as redness, 
are in the object, but certain primary qualities cause phenomena, such as 
the appearance of red, to the observer. There is no resemblance between 
this phenomenon, the idea in the mind, and the quality that causes it. That 
which causes it is objectively present in the object, however. Locke says, 
"Simple ideas are not fictions of our fancies, but the natural and regular pro­
ductions of things without us, really operating upon us; and so carry with 
them all the conformity which is intended; or which our state requires."34 In 
addition to simple ideas there are complex ideas, which the mind forms 
from simple ideas by combining two or more of them. What it cannot do, 
however, is to form a new simple idea. 

Political philosophy, Locke's other major contribution to the modern 
period was his political philosophy, which had. considerable influence on 
the American Constitution. He holds that all humans are originally in "a 
state of perfect freedom to order their actions, and dispose of their posses­
sions, and persons as they see fit, within the bounds of the Laws of Nature, 
without asking leave, or depending upon the Will of any other man."35 These 
laws have been established by God, and as rational creatures, humans must 
be governed by the law of nature. The assumption is that by the use of rea­
son, a human could discover these laws of nature, which constitute the fun­
damental principles of morality.3fi In the state of nature, humans are bound 

MIbid.( 2.1.122-23. 
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to maintain peace, preserve humankind, and refrain from harming one 
another. Because of human partiality, however, it is necessary to have civil 
government, by which humans form a social contract with one another. 
When someone attempts to gain absolute power over others, he has created 
a state of warfare. The people then have the right to revolt, which is actually 
an extension of the right to punish an aggressor in the state of nature. Inter­
estingly, Locke, who was essentially a social conservative, justified slavery 
on the grounds that the slaves are persons who originally were in a state of 
wrongful war against those who conquered them. He believed that property 
rights also were based on the law of nature, but it was the duty of govern­
ment to preserve them. 

Religion. Locke was a strong believer in the voluntary nature of religion. 
Since persons of various religions are equally sure of the truth of their posi­
tion, it is likely that no one has all of truth, and thus toleration is to be 
extended to all. He did not, however, believe this tolerance should be 
extended to atheists, because, being atheists, they would not be bound by 
promises, oaths, and covenants. Although Socinians, deists and Unitarians 
took inspiration from Locke's writing, his own views were rather orthodox. 
He believed in the divine inspiration of the Bible, but held that even such 
revelation must be tested by reason. 

Immanuel Kant 
In Immanuel Kant we find a full expression of the modern mentality in phi­
losophy, although there are already elements in his thought that contained 
some of the seeds of postmodernism. He was born, educated, taught, and 
lived his entire life in a single town, Königsberg, in East Prussia (now Kalin­
ingrad, Russia), never married, and did not travel widely. Yet his influence 
has been profound in the Western world. Although there is no pure Kantian 
philosopher now alive and writing, either in Germany or elsewhere, the 
issues that he raised continue to influence a number of discussions in phi­
losophy and other disciplines. Kant was born in 1724 and died in 1804, thus 
doing his entire productive literary work in the last half of the eighteenth 
century. In many ways, he was the prime philosopher of the Enlighten­
ment. 

Kant's thought must be seen against the background of the major philo­
sophical debate of the time, between the rationalists and the empiricists, on 
how knowledge is gained. The rationalists, Descartes, Spinoza, and Leibnitz, 
contended that by the use of deduction and drawing on certain innate ideas, 
it is possible to have knowledge of the supersensible. The empiricists, 
Locke, Berkeley, and Hume, on the other hand, argued that there are no 
innate ideas, and that all knowledge comes from sense experience. There 
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had been an extensive debate between Leibnitz and Locke on this subject, 
and Kant, who had felt considerable affinity for the rationalist view, testifies 
that Hume "awakened me from my dogmatic slumbers." In the concluding 
words of his Enquiry, Hume had dismissed metaphysics by saying, "If we 
take in our hand any volume; of divinity or school metaphysics, for 
instance; let us ask, Does it contain any abstract reasoning concerning quantity 
or number: No. Does it contain any experimental reasoning concerning matter of 
fact and existence? No. Commit it then to the flames: for it can contain noth­
ing but sophistry and illusion."37 In his precritical phase, Kant had basically 
agreed, but came to see that there must be a basis for such metaphysical 
inquiry. His aim, then, was to find an approach to the theory of knowledge 
that would combine what he considered to be the valid insights of both these 
views. 

The discussion may be set within the context of the different kinds of 
sentences. A priori sentences are those that do not claim to be dependent on 
or logically posterior to, sensory experience. The propositions of mathemat­
ics are of this type. These are not arrived at by actual measurement of the 
physical world, but by deduction from fixed premises. A posteriori sen­
tences, on the other hand, such as scientific propositions, are derived from 
sense experience, or are logically posterior to it. Analytical sentences are 
those in which the predicate adds nothing that is not contained, at least 
implicitly, within the subject, and simply explicates that meaning. "All bach­
elors are unmarried" would be an example of this type. Synthetic sentences 
are those in which the predicate adds some information not contained 
within the subject, such as "That tree is ta l l / There had been considerable 
debate about these several types of sentences. Kant's particular contribution 
was in his claim that there are a priori synthetic sentences, in which, with­
out the benefit of sensory data, one may, by pure inference, arrive at truths 
not implicit in the subject of the sentence: "We must discover on the largest 
scale the ground of the possibilit}' of synthetical judgments a priori; we must 
understand the conditions which render every class of them possible, and 
endeavour not only to indicate in a sketchy outline, but to define in its ful­
ness and practical completeness, the whole of that knowledge, which forms 
a class by itself, systematically arranged according to its original sources, its 
divisions, its extent and its limits."'8 

Kant wrote three great critiques, together with several smaller treatises. 

'David Hume, An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding (La Salin, 111.: Open Court, 
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Roughly, the first of these critiques, The Critique of Pure Reason, is concerned 
with epistemology, the second, The Critique of Practical Reason, addresses 
the basis of ethical judgments, and the third, The Critique of Judgment, is ori­
ented to issues of aesthetics. It is primarily the Critique of Pure Reason, 
together with the Prolegomena to Any Future Metaphysics, that is of relevance 
to our concerns here. 

Kant tells us that he is engaged in a transcendental philosophy, and iden­
tifies this by defining transcendental knowledge as that "which is occupied 
not so much with objects, as with our a priori concepts of objects.'"59 In his 
use of transcendent here Kant means that the argument transcends experi­
ence, and attempts to discern the a priori conditions of experience. While a 
system of such concepts might be called Transcendental Philosophy, he 
declares such an undertaking to be too much for him at present. He is con­
cerned with a transcendental critique, but not a doctrine. The difference is 
that the contribution of a critique, unlike that of a doctrine, is only negative, 
not positive. Its aim is to purge rather than expand reason, preserving it 
against errors.,,w He likens his endeavor, not to a building, but to "an architec­
tonic plan, guaranteeing the completeness and certainty of all parts of 
which the building consist." 

Kant divides his treatment of transcendentalism into the elements of 
transcendentalism and the method of transcendentalism. The former con­
sists of the transcendental aesthetic, dealing with time and space, and the 
transcendental logic. The transcendental logic is in turn divided into the 
transcendental analytic and the transcendental dialectic. 

Kant explains the basis of our knowledge by his statement that "there are 
two stems of human knowledge, which perhaps may spring from a common 
root, unknown to us, viz. sensibility and the understanding, objects being 
given by the former and thought by the latter."42 In the transcendental aes­
thetic, he investigates the former, and in the transcendental logic, the latter. 
There is one means by which knowledge reaches its objects directly and 
forms the ultimate material of all thought, namely, intuition (Anschauung). 
"Sensibility alone," he says, "supplies us with intuitions (Anschauungen). 
These intuitions become thought through the understanding (Verstand), and 
hence arise conceptions (Begriffe). All thought therefore must, directly or 
indirectly, go back to intuitions (Anschauungen), i.e. to our sensibility [Sinn­
lichkeit], because in no other way can objects be given to us."4"1 If, however, 
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sensibility gives us the matter of the phenomenon, what gives that unde­
fined object of empirical intuition its form, what causes it to be arranged in a 
certain order? To put it another way, what enables sensation to become intu­
ition, or what are the a priori conditions of a posteriori knowledge? These, 
contributed by the mind, are space and time."1 

Kant first sets himself the task of demonstrating the a priori character of 
space. He offers two arguments in support of his contention. The first is that 
the concept is necessary in order to distinguish between any two objects: "in 
order that I may be able to represent them [two objects] (vorstellen) as side by 
side, that is, not only as different, but as in different places, the representa­
tion (Vorstellung) of space must already be there."45 The second is more basic 
and more convincing; "It is impossible to imagine that there should be no 
space, though one might very well imagine that there should be space with­
out objects to fill it."46 

Kant's treatment of time is similar to that of space. Again his contention 
is that time is not an empirical concept obtained from experience. If it were, 
"neither coexistence nor succession would enter into our perception, if the 
representation of time were not given a prion." ' As with space, its indepen­
dence is a major evidence of its a priori character: "We cannot take away 
time from phenomena in general, though we can well take away phenom­
ena out of time. Time therefore is given a priori. In time alone is reality of 
phenomena possible. All phenomena may vanish, but time itself (as the 
general condition of their possibility) cannot be done away with."'18 

It is important to see what Kant is saying here. He had considered three 
possibilities regarding the status of space and time: that they are "real 
beings" in themselves; that they are determinations or relations of things, 
which they would possess even if they were not perceived; that they are 
determinations inherent in the form of intuition, and therefore within our 
mind, without which space and time would never be ascribed to anything. 
His choice clearly is with the last of these. He makes no claim as to whether 
the objects of intuition are really or in themselves the way we perceive 
them to be. There is no way of knowing them but through our intuition, and 
that must necessarily be through the forms of space and time. Kant believes 
he has uncovered the nature of human perception, a quality or structure 
common to all humans: "We know nothing but our manner of conceiving 
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them [the objects], that manner being peculiar to us, and not necessarily 
shared in by every being, though, no doubt, by every human being."50 

This then is, in brief, Kant's discussion of sensibility. He also regards 
understanding as a source of knowledge. In the transcendental logic he 
intends to identify and demonstrate the a priori elements within under­
standing, and to show how these are to be properly applied, as well as to 
identify illegitimate applications of them. The former endeavor, showing 
the correct application of the categories of understanding, he refers to as the 
transcendental analytic, and the latter, the improper application of the cate­
gories, he identifies as the transcendental dialectic. 

The categories are not abstracted from perception. To identify them, 
therefore, we must examine thinking or judging, which for Kant is the appli­
cation of the categories. This process involves the unifying of the presenta­
tions of sensation into concepts. His method in some ways anticipates that 
of phenomenology. It is one of examination of the functioning of any fac­
ulty: "When we watch any faculty of knowledge, different concepts, charac­
teristic of that faculty, manifest themselves according to different 
circumstances, which, as the observation has been carried on for a longer or 
shorter time, or with more or less accuracy, may be gathered up into a more 
or less complete collection." What we must do is to ignore the specific con­
tent of judgments and focus solely on their form. This will give us a listing 
of the various types of judgment that are being made. Kant believes that this 
gives us four headings of the function of thought in a judgment, each head­
ing of which includes three subdivisions: 

I. Quantity of Judgments 

Universal 

Particular 
Singular 

II. Quality 
Affirmative 
Negative 
Infinite 

III. Relation 
Categorical 
Hypothetical 
Disjunctive 

IV. Modality 

Problematical 

Ibid., p. 50. 
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Assertory 
Apodictic 

Kant's next step is to contend that corresponding to each of these judg­
ments is a category of the mind or understanding, since all knowledge pre­
supposes the content or matter being given by experience, which is 
manifold in the pure intuition. But that manifold must in some sense be 
synthesized or brought into unity. If this were not the case, then we would 
have simply disorganized sensation. For the sensation of color in space, and 
the sensation of cubeness, there must be a synthesis or combination of 
these, to form, for example, the concept of a colored cube. With respect to 
cause, Hume had argued that there is no such thing in experience as the 
experience of the cause. Rather, there is simply the constant conjunction of 
events. If the striking of one ball by another is always followed by the rolling 
away of the first ball, we say that the contact and the force resulted in or 
caused the motion of the first ball. However, since Hume could not find this 
judgment in the actual sensory experience, he attributed it to psychological 
sources, a tendency to attribute some sort of causative influence. In effect, 
what Kant does is to concede the validity of Hume's argument, at least up to 
a certain point. Instead of simply attributing the judgment of causation to 
psychological factors, he contended that this is evidence of an a priori factor, 
contributed by the knowing subject. A specific illustration of his is the activ­
ity of counting: "Thus our counting (as we best perceive when dealing with 
higher numbers) is a synthesis according to concepts, because resting on a 
common ground of unity, as for instance, the decade. The unity of the syn­
thesis of the manifold becomes necessary under this concept."52 

The exact nature and content of Kant's argument justifying the transition 
from judgments to categories is not as clear as we might wish. A number of 
commentators have pointed this out. Roger Scruton, for example, says, "An 
argument to that effect is hard to find, and it is significant that Kant was so 
dissatisfied with 'The Transcendental Deduction' that he rewrote it entirely 
for the second edition of the Critique, changing its emphasis from the subjec­
tive conclusion given above towards the objective deduction presently 
under discussion. Even so, the result is very obscure. . . . The flavour of the 
argument is more apparent than its substance."53 Stephan Körner offers a 
reconstruction of the argument, but prefaces it by saying, "The following is 
but a crude outline, indeed almost a caricature, of Kant's procedure; and yet it 
fits his derivation of some of his Categories fairly well." He concludes his inter­
pretation by saying, "I must desist from this crude exegetical game, and not 
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even try to refine it to the high degree of subtlety which would do justice to 
a Kantian argument."5'1 

It may be helpful to recapitulate what Kant is saying, as compared to his 
predecessors and contemporaries. In the knowing process, what typically 
happens is that sensory data from the object known enters the conscious­
ness of the knower through the pure forms of intuition, space and time. 
They thus are experienced as in space, having location and separation from 
other objects, and in time, being located prior to, simultaneous with, or sub­
sequent to, other occurrences. They then enter the understanding, where 
they are further organized by the categories of the mind. Thus, they are 
known with respect to quantity as either universal ("all"), particular 
("these"), or singular ("this one"). As to the other types of categories, similar 
judgments are made. Instead of a confused mass of sensory data, the object 
is experienced with this sort of coherence and intelligibility. 

It is not entirely clear whether in Kant's view, the mind finds these quali­
ties because they are present in the object and the mind fits its object, or 
whether it imparts these qualities to what is known, thus making it know-
able. Two tfirngs can be said1 cferrnftery about Kant's view, however. The 
mind does not simply create the objects. Unlike Berkeley's idealism, the 
objects exist independently of the knowing mind. Kant even added an expla­
nation, "Against Idealism," to make this clear. Further, the mind does not 
simply passively find the qualities in the object, as Hume would contend. 
Whether combining the judgments to make the object of knowledge coher­
ent, or actually introducing these qualities, the object simply could not be 
known as it is, without the mind's activity in applying the categories. 

An illustration may help. When looking at a painting, one is exposed to a 
manifold of colors and shapes. When seeing it as a painting, however, rather 
than a collection of such stimuli, the person finds certain patterns within 
the painting. Depending on the nature of the painting, there may be recog­
nizable objects within it. Similarly, in hearing speech, one hears a variety of 
sounds. If one knows the language being spoken, those are not merely inter­
esting sounds, but a pattern of meaning emerges. In the same way, the role 
of the conscious subject in knowing is, according to Kant, like this. Rather 
than a mass of sense data, the person knows an object. The active power of 
the mind transforms sensation into knowledge. 

Kant also contends that there are principles, which he says "are nothing 
but rules for the objective use of the former [the categories]. "5r> The highest 
principle of all analytical judgments is the principle of contradiction, "that 

"'Stephan Körner, Kant (Harmondsworth, U.K.: Penguin, 1955), p. 55. 
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no subject can have a predicate which contradicts it." The synthetic princi­
ples are listed as 

I. Axioms of Intuition 
II. Anticipations of Perception 

III. Analogies of Experience 
IV. Postulates of Empirical Thought in General57 

While space will not permit thorough examination of each of these 
principles, one may prove instructive as an example. The principle of axi­
oms of intuition is that "all phenomena are, with reference to their intu­
ition, extensive qualities." By an extensive quality Kant means "that in 
which the representation of the whole is rendered possible by the repre­
sentation of its parts, and therefore preceded by it." This means that one 
cannot represent to oneself a line "without drawing it in thought, that is, 
without producing all its parts one after the other, starting from a given 
point, and thus, first of all, drawing its intuition."58 It m a y b e said roughly 
that if the categories represent judgments that the knowing subject 
makes, the principles are descriptions and prescriptions of how it makes 
those judgments. 

Improper use of the categories. It will be recalled that knowledge involves 
both the logical structure supplied by the understanding as form and sensa­
tion to provide content. Without one or the other, there is no knowledge. 
Kant's famous dictum, stated in several different ways, was, "Thoughts with­
out contents are empty, intuitions without concepts are blind."™ It is not uncom­
mon, however, to attempt to appty the categories without having sensory 
content for them. This is the case in some major issues of metaplrysics. 
What happens, however, when this is done, is that two equally possible 
opposing statements can be made. So Kant examines each of several such 
antinomies in his Transcendental Dialectic. An example is the first anti­
nomy of cosmology, which pairs the thesis: "The world has a beginning in 
time, and is limited also with regard to space," with the antithesis, "The 
world has no beginning and no limits in space, but is infinite, in respect both 
to time and space." He then offers proofs for both thesis and antithesis."0 

Both positions, derived from a common assumption, appear to be true. It is 
not possible to resolve this contradictory situation, unless one recognizes 
that the assumption on which both rest is mistaken. Just as "a square circle 
is round" and "a square circle is not round" rest upon the contradictory idea 

'"ibid., p. i n . 
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of a square circle/ so each of these antinomies rests on a false assumption. 
This is an indication of the illusory character of apparent metaphysical 
statements about supersensible objects. 

The modernist character of Kant's critical philosophy. Kant's Critique of Pure 
Reason embodies certain characteristics of modernism. Perhaps the most 
significant is the belief in objectivism, and in a particular way. One way to 
argue for the objectivity of knowledge would be to contend that the order of 
things is present in the world that is known empirically. Thus, the quality is 
in the object, regardless of knowledge of it. Kant's approach is somewhat dif­
ferent. There is an objective quality to judgments because the structure of 
the reason is the same for all persons. He would say that the form of intu­
ition is the same for all humans, and in the case of the categories of the 
understanding, apparently these are the same for all rational beings. In 
other words, there is a common quality of reason in all persons. This means 
that one individual knower can have knowledge that is the same as another 
individual. 

We have noted that for Kant both the sensory and the logical elements are 
necessary for there to be knowledge. This means, however, that we cannot 
get outside of our categories to know the object of intuition in itself, apart 
from the way our mind structures that knowledge. This is the famous Kan­
tian distinction between the noumenal world, the world as it is in itself, and 
the phenomenal world, the world as it appears to us. Because of this distinc­
tion, contrasting interpretations of Kant have arisen, some (such as Fichte, 
Schelling, and Schopenhauer) emphasizing that our thought determines the 
nature of the world, the more idealistic form, and others emphasizing that 
the world determines how we think of it. It appears, rather, that both must 
be held together. There is a harmony or a correspondence between the 
mind of the knower and the object known. The laws governing the one cor­
respond to the laws governing the other, so that knowledge is possible. 

l b be sure, the world that Kant discussed in his critiques was the world of 
Newtonian physics and Euclidean geometry. He did not anticipate the com­
ing of alternative physics and geometry, according to which these under­
standings would be understood not as perfect renditions of the world, but as 
one way of dealing with it. 

Summary of Modernism 
The major content of modernism can be summarized in several affirma­
tions. 

1. Knowledge is considered to be a good that is to be sought without 

Körner, Kant, p. 114. 
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restriction. Knowledge will provide the solution to humanity's problems. 
This confidence in knowledge therefore contributes to a belief in progress. 

2. Objectivity is both desirable and possible. It is believed that any per­
sonal or subjective factors can be eliminated from the knowing process, thus 
rendering the conclusions certain. 

3. Foundationalism is the model for knowledge. All beliefs are justified by 
their derivation from certain bedrock starting points or foundational beliefs. 

4. The individual knower is the model of the knowing process. Each per­
son must assess the truth for himself or herself, even though the truth is the 
same truth for everyone. 

5. The structure of reality is rational. It follows an orderly pattern. The 
same logical structure of the external world is also found in the human 
mind, thus enabling the human to know and organize that world. In most 
cases, this order or pattern is believed to be immanent within the world, 
rather than deriving from some transcendent source. 



4 

nineteenth-century 
precursors to 
po stmo der nism 

W 
T T hile postmodernism represents a sharp contrast with the preced­

ing modern period, it did not simply burst upon the scene suddenly and 
completely. There had always been contrary voices, protesting the mod­
ern view of reality. In the nineteenth century, however, two solitary philo­
sophical voices were raised that were to develop into existentialism in the 
twentieth century, and then to provide inspiration for a full-blown post­
modernism. These two early warning signals of a coming postmodernism 
were in many ways quite different from one another, and yet their thoughts 
and writings contained significant common elements. 
S0ren Kierkegaard 
S0ren Kierkegaard was born in 1813 and died in 1855, but was in many 
ways more a man of the twentieth than of the nineteenth century. 
Although he exerted little real influence on his contemporaries, he had a 
profound effect on the twentieth century. Anyone who reads him before 
reading the theologies of Karl Barth, Emil Brunner, Rudolf Bultmann, Paul 
Tillich, and Reinhold Niebuhr, will be impressed by the echoes of his 
thought in the works of these men. 

It is not only in theology, however, that his influence has been felt. For 
Kierkegaard became the father of twentieth-century existentialism, and 
aspects of his thought therefore also appear in the work of persons like Mar­
tin Heidegger. In many ways, his thought also anticipates many of the 
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emphases of postmodernism. Derrida wrote an interpretation of Kierke­
gaard's Fear and H'embling.1 John Caputo says, "The genealogical lines and 
links of deconstruction run back, not only to Nietzsche, but also, as I am 
constantly insisting, to Kierkegaard and Levinas, who are arguably the most 
important religious philosophers, or philosophical men of religion, or think­
ers engaged in a philosophical repetition of religion (DM 52-53/GD 49), in 
the last two centuries."2 While Nietzsche's influence has been widely recog­
nized, Kierkegaard's is frequently overlooked.3 

Deconstruction of the Hegelian system. Although certainly not using the 
term, Kierkegaard was engaged in the vigorous deconstruction of two domi­
nant entities of his day, one a philosophical movement and the other an 
institution. These were, respectively, the inclusive philosophy of Georg 
Hegel and the Danish Lutheran state church. 

Hegel had attempted to reduce all of reality to one great logical system, 
which would explain everything that is. He thought that his system 
accounted for everything within history. A personal filing system that for­
merly was quite widely promoted utilized the slogan "a place for everything, 
and everything in its place." This in many Ways aptly characterizes the 
Hegelian system. History was the thinking of the great mind, the Absolute, 
and he (or it) thinks in a definite dialectical pattern. The famous thesis-
antithesis-synthesis schema allowed even the seemingly contradictory 
items to be included within this great system. Everything was to be ratio­
nally explained. Within this system, in a sense the individual had no signifi­
cance, other than as a part of the whole. It is this to which Kierkegaard is 
reacting when he speaks of the "system." 

In the Postsciipt, Kierkegaard deals at length with this system. He contends 
that a logical system is possible, but that an existential system is not, except 
for God. In fact, in the Philosophical F)'ag)nents, he had explored the possibility 
of making Christianity a problem of thought. The difficulty, however, is that a 
system, to be a s3>-stem, must be final, that is, it must include everything. To 
do this, it must exclude anything that is subject to an existential dialectic. 
Hegel assumed that he could introduce movement into logic, but that is an 

'Jacques Derrida, The Gift of Death, trans. David Wills (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1995). 

2John D. Caputo, "A Commentary," in Jacques Derrida, Deconstruction in a Nutshell: A Con­
versation with Jacques Derrida, ed. John D. Caputo (New York: Fordham University Press, 
1997), p. 159. 
'Stanley Grenz, for example, makes no mention of Kierkegaard (A Primer on Postmodern­
ism [Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1996]) and D. A. Carson makes only one reference, 
basically positive, to Kierkegaard (The Gagging of Goch Christianity Confronts Pluralism 
[Grand Rapids, Mich: Baker, 1996], p. 105). 
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illusion. While he everywhere assumes it, he never tries to prove it.'1 

According to Hegel, the system begins with the immediate. This means 
that, to use terminology and categories introduced later, Hegel's philosophy 
was foundationalist. To say, however, that one begins with the immediate is 
not to give the answer, but to pose a question, namely, "How does the System 
begin with the immediate? That is to say, does it begin with it immediately?'1* 
Kierkegaard's answer to this is in the negative. There are a large number of 
possible beginning points, and either the thinker would have to wade 
through an infinite process of reflection, and would not be able to begin the 
system before he died, or he must make a choice, or he would have to 
choose the beginning point by an act of will.6 Thus, the idea that the system 
is without presuppositions vanishes. 

More serious is the fact that a system by its very nature excludes the indi­
vidual. Hegel's system claimed to take in everything. Unfortunately, how­
ever, it had to omit one crucial matter; the individual who constructed the 
system. It was a philosophy that could account for everything except the 
philosopher himself. Kierkegaard asks about the identity of the one who has 
authored such a system. 

Is he a human being, an existing human being? Is he himself sub specie aeterni, 
even when he sleeps, eats, blows his nose, or whatever else a human being 
does? Is he himself the pure "1 am I"? This is an idea that has surely never 
occurred to any philosopher; but if not, how does he stand existentially related 
to this entity, and through what intermediate determinations is the ethical 
responsibility resting upon him as an existing individual. Does he in fact exist? 
And if he does, is he then not in the process of becoming? . . . In that case I 
readily understand that it is not a human being I have the honor to address.7 

Only God can form an existential system. The reason for this is that when a 
particular existence has become part of the past, it is now final or complete, 
and therefore can be grasped systematically. But, the question is, for whom 
can this be a system? It is only from outside of existence, and yet the one 
who himself is in existence, "who is in his eternity forever complete, and yet 
includes all existence within himself—it is God."8 

The system turns reality and life into thought. When there is the claim of 
an absolute logical system, there is nothing left for an existing individual. 

Soren Kierkegaard, Concluding Unscientific Postscript (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton Univer­
sity Press, 1941), p. 99. 
'ibid., p. 101. 
''Ibid., pp. 102-3. 
7Ibid., p. 302. 
"ibid., p. 108. 
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Kierkegaard's recommendation is a strange one: "For suicide is the only tol­
erable existential consequence of pure thought, when this type of abstrac­
tion is not conceived as something merely partial in relation to being 
human, willing to strike an agreement with an ethical and religious form of 
personal existence, but assumes to be all and highest."9 Kierkegaard is not 
necessarily recommending suicide as a course of action. What he is saying is 
that when an absolute system is in place, it deprives the individual of pas­
sionate decision. That makes life less passionate than suicide would be. 

The life of a monk in a cloister seems unreal to us. Actually, however, 
the philosopher is more out of touch with reality. Kierkegaard finds "the pas­
sionate forgetfulness of the hermit, which takes from him the entire world, 
is much to be preferred to the comical distraction of the philosopher 
engrossed in the contemplation of universal history, which leads him to for­
get himself."10 He likens the philosophers to men who build huge castles, 
but themselves live in shacks nearby.11 

Attack on Christendom. If Kierkegaard's criticism of the Hegelian system 
was the great passion of his early writing, then surely his attack on the exis­
tent Christendom, as represented especially by the Danish Lutheran state 
church, was the consuming concern of his later writings. He had, of course, 
been born into the state church, as was every person born in Denmark. 
Before he had any opportunity to make a choice for himself, he had been 
inducted into this form of Christendom, or institutional Christianity. He had 
studied for the state examinations in theology, and had argued frequently 
with his father as to whether he should take those exams. He concluded, 
however, after his father died, that he must now take them, for as he said, 
"one cannot argue with a dead man." He did this, but had no immediate 
intention of becoming a priest. 

Off and on throughout his life he wrestled with the issue of whether to 
seek appointment as a parish priest, but was unable to resolve the matter. 
Particularly when the estate he had inherited from his father began to 
expire, he again considered seeking a parish position. Over the years, his 
objections to the church had been building up. He hesitated to express 
these, however, out of respect for Bishop Mynster, a friend of Soren's 
father and for whom he personally had strong affection. When, however, 
Mynster died, and Professor Martensen, who was to succeed him as 
bishop, eulogized him in a sermon as a genuine witness to the truth, 

!,Ibid., p. 273. 
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Kierkegaard could restrain himself no longer.'2 He began an attack on 
Christendom, both in his more formal writings and even more in his writ­
ings in popular publications, which was to last to the end of his life. 

It is instructive to note the attacks Kierkegaard made on Mynster, the 
bishop, and Martensen, the professor, for they epitomize the criticisms he 
leveled against the church and the clergy in general. As Walter Lowrie put it, 
"S. K. was inclined to aim his shafts only at shining marks . . . he was not 
interested in denouncing the baser deviations from Christian faith and prac­
tice which were obvious enough to all, but rather the glittering corruptions 
which were held in high repute."13 

In the sermon mentioned above, preached on the Sunday between Myn-
ster's death and his funeral, Martensen had eulogized Mynster as a witness 
to the truth, one of a great series of such witnesses. He had urged his hear­
ers to imitate the faith of the deceased bishop, which, he said, was a witness 
"not merely by word and profession, but in deed and in truth."14 Against this 
contention, Kierkegaard protested violently: 

Bishop Mynster's preaching soft-pedals, slurs over, suppresses, omits some­
thing decisively Christian, something which appears to us men inopportune, 
which would make our life strenuous, hinder us from enjoying life, that part of 
Christianity which has to do with dying from the world, by voluntary renunci­
ation, by hating oneself, by suffering for the doctrine, etc.—to see this one docs 
not have to be particularly sharp-sighted, if one puts the New Testament along­
side of Mynster's sermons.'5 

It was not just the bishop's preaching that must be challenged as a true wit­
ness, however. It was also his life, since Kierkegaard believed that one's life 
should express what one was preaching about. A witness to the truth, he 
said, is "a man whose life from first to last is unacquainted with everything 
which is called en joymen t . . . a man who in poverty witnesses to the truth— 
in poverty, in lowliness, in abasement, and is so unappreciated, hated, 
abhorred, and then derided, insulted, mocked . . . scourged, maltreated, 
dragged from one prison to the other, and then at last— . . . crucified, or 
beheaded, or burnt, or roasted on a gridiron."u' 

The Christianity-is-suffering theme echoes throughout Kierkegaard's reli­
gious writings. Instead of suffering, Martensen has in his sermon substi-

George E. Arbaugh and George B. Arbaugh, Kierkegaard's Authorship: A Guide to the Writ­
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tuted power, worldly goods, advantages, enjoyment of luxuries. To do this is 
"more contrary to Christianity, and to the very nature of Christianity, than 
any heresy, any schism, more contrary than all heresies and schisms com­
bined." This is to play Christianity, the way a child plays soldier. What Mar-
tensen has done is to play the game that Mynster was a great witness to the 
truth, standing in the line of apostles and martyrs.17 The contrast between 
the suffering and poor Jesus and the prestigious and comfortable life of the 
bishop is a major theme of Kierkegaard's attack on the church. 

The established church came in for extended criticism by Kierkegaard, 
especially its clergy. He had much to say about baptism of infants. This was 
an involuntary matter on the part of the subject of baptism, and Kierkegaard 
felt that the priests desired to keep it that way. If, instead, persons were per­
mitted at the age of discretion to decide upon their religion, the priests 
would no doubt have much less business. He satirizes: "A person has no reli­
gion; but by reason of famity circumstances, first because the mother got 
into the family way, the paterfamilias in turn got into embarrassment owing 
to that, and then with the ceremonies connected with the sweet little b a b y -
by reason of all this a person has . . . the Evangelical Lutheran religion."18 

It is essential to be a baptized Christian, a member of the Lutheran 
church, to succeed within Danish society. Kierkegaard articulates a harsh 
assessment of this: "To be or to call oneself a Christian is a condition so 
essential for getting on in life that I suppose no one could get permission to 
earn his living by keeping a brothel unless he could produce proof that the 
was baptized and is [i.e. calls himself) a Christian. That is to say: to earn a 
living in this way is admissible, says the State, but only on the assumption 
and understanding and condition that you are a Christian. God in heaven!"19 

The clergy are depicted as those who, under the guise of being servants 
and followers of Christ, have managed to make a rather comfortable living 
from the exercise of their ministry. The following appears in his journals 
under the heading "The Preaching of the Gospel." 

Parson: Thou shalt die unto the world.—The fee is one guinea. 

Neophyte: Well, if I must die unto the world I quite understand that I must fork 
out more than one guinea; but just one question: Who gets the guinea? 

Parson: Naturally I get it, it is my living, for I and my family have to live by 
preaching that one must die unto the world. It is really very cheap, and soon 
we will have to ask for considerably more. If you are reasonable you will 
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understand that to preach that one must die unto the world, if it is done seri­
ously and with zeal, takes a lot out of a man. And so I really have to spend the 
summer in the country with my family to get some recreation.20 

The several attacks on the church boil down to a few. The established 
church is Christendom, an institution in which everyone is automatically a 
Christian, but which therefore means nothing. It has departed from the 
truth of Christianity, which Jesus preached and exemplified, by substituting 
for the suffering that is at the heart of Christianity the comfort, ease, and 
advantage of being a Christian. Even those who are called on to preach the 
gospel do so in such a way as to benefit from it, thus contradicting by their 
actions the words they are proclaiming. 

Subjective truth. One of Kierkegaard's major contributions to subsequent 
thought was his concept of subjective truth. To understand this concept, it is 
important to see his distinction between two types of truth, each appropri­
ate in its own realm and for its own purpose. 

Objective truth is the type of truth found in the study of science, history, 
mathematics, and any number of other realms where it is of primary impor­
tance to come to know and understand some object as precisely as possible. 
Here, as the name would seem to indicate, emphasis is placed on the object 
to be known, and the involvement of the subject who is doing the knowing 
must be minimized: 

When the question of truth is raised in an objective manner, reflection is 
directed objectively to the truth, as an object to which the knower is related. 
Reflection is not focussed upon the relationship, however, but upon the ques­
tion of whether it is the truth to which the knower is related. If only the object 
to which he is related is the truth, the subject is accounted to be in the truth." 

Kierkegaard makes clear that he does not wish to reject the appropriateness 
of this view to the realm of science. He insists that he holds to the "sacred 
security of the precincts of science."22 In this approach the subject becomes 
quite indifferent in the matter of truth, and conversely, the truth becomes 
indifferent. Objectivity claims to offer a kind of security. There is a danger 
that attaches to subjectivity, namely, madness, which in the last analysis is 
indistinguishable from truth, for they both have inwardness. The absence 
of inwardness also is madness, however. Kierkegaard tells of a patient 
who escapes from an asylum. He knows that when he returns to his vil­
lage, he will be recognized and sent back to the asylum, and so resolves 
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that he will demonstrate that he has objective truth. He picks up a ball, 
which he puts in the back pocket of his coat. Each time the ball strikes his 
posterior, the man says, "Bang, the earth is round!" Certainly, it is true that 
the earth is round, but by stating something so generally accepted, does not 
the man demonstrate that he is indeed insane? 

The real problem, however, comes when this view is extended to existen­
tial matters. As we noted earlier, Kierkegaard holds that an existential sys­
tem is impossible. The objective approach involves what he calls an 
"approximation process," whereby one continually gathers more data and 
comes closer to a correct description of the object. So with respect, for exam­
ple, to historical matters, one can only have relative certainty.24 Similarly, 
the objective approach with respect to Christianity holds that since the New 
Testament is a historical document, one may simply approach it as a matter 
of historical inquiry, determining thereby what is Christian truth. Here, 
however, as also in the realm of ethics, the approach works precisely con­
trary to the intention and goal. For the objective approach makes one into 
an observer, so objective that he becomes almost a ghost.26 Matters such as 
Christianity and ethics, however, require a decision, and a decision is a mat­
ter of subjectivity. 

Because the objective approach can never reach complete certainty, it 
can never make a decision. Indeed, the objective approach assumes that 
there is a direct transition from the objective inquiry to the subjective accep­
tance. One simply gathers enough knowledge to make the decision and then 
does so. This approach, however, is either a disillusionment because of igno­
rance of the subjective mode, or it is a means of shirking one's duty.27 Simi­
larly, the approach that attempts to bring God to light objectively is 
impossible, because God is a subject, and thus only exists for subjectivity in 
inwardness. Rather than the direct or mediated approach, "the subjective 
acceptance is precisely the decisive factor; and an objective acceptance of 
Christianity (sit venia verbo) is paganism or thoughtlessness."29 

Very different is the subjective approach: "When the question of truth is 
raised subjectively, reflection is directed subjectively to the nature of the individ­
ual's relationship; if only the mode of this relationship is in the truth, the individ­
ual is in the truth even if he should happen to be thus related to what is not 
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true."30 This is not merely what goes beyond the objective certainty; it is 
what flies in the face of objective certainty. But where lies the greater truth, 
in the objective approach or in the subjective? Kierkegaard poses the issue 
in several different areas. He first notes this with respect to religion, by 
introducing a hypothetical situation. 

If one who lives in the midst of Christendom goes up to the house of God, the 
house of the true God, with the true conception of God in his knowledge, and 
prays, but prays in a false spirit; and one who lives in an idolatrous community 
prays with the entire passion of the infinite, although his eyes rest upon the 
image of an idol: where is there most truth? The one prays in truth to God 
though he worships an idol; the other prays falsely to the true God, and hence 
worships in fact an idol. 

The same applies to an issue like immortality. Take Socrates, who did not 
have any proof of immortality, who said, if there is an immortality, and thus 
could be considered a doubter, compared with some modern thinkers, who 
can offer three proofs for the truth of immoralit}'. Socrates, who lived with 
passion with respect to this issue, risked his entire life. The modern think­
ers, however, with their three proofs, do not live their lives in conformity 
with this idea. Kierkegaard's comment is unflinching: "if there is an immor­
tality it must feel disgust over their manner of life: can any better refutation 
be given of the three proofs? The bit of uncertainty that Socrates had, helped 
him because he himself contributed the passion of the infinite; the three 
proofs that the others have do not profit them at all, because they are dead 
to spirit and enthusiasm, and their three proofs, in lieu of proving anything 
else, prove just this."32 

One way to characterize this difference between the two forms of truth is 
that "The objective accent falls on WHAT is said; the subjective accent on HOW it 
is said."" It is not simply that the subjective enters in because of the objec­
tive, and goes beyond it. It is actually in opposition to any objective cer­
tainty. The paradoxical nature of the truth is what evokes the necessary 
inward passion: "For the objective situation is repellent; and the expression 
of the objective repulsion constitutes the tension and the measure of the 
corresponding inwardness."M Whereas in objective truth there is an approxi­
mation process, of getting closer and closer to the truth, in subjective truth 
the lack of objective certainty requires what in other contexts Kierkegaard 

Ibid., p. 178. 
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calls a leap but here refers to as an appropriation-process: "An objective 
uncertainty held fast in an appropriation-process of the most passionate inward­
ness is the truth, the highest truth attainable for an existing individual."33 

This shift, from the object known as the locus of truth to the subject as 
the center, was a revolutionary development, which in the coming century 
was to have a marked manifestation in a number of areas, particularly with 
respect to literary texts. 

Friedrich Nietzsche 
Friedrich Nietzsche is the other major nineteenth-century philosophical pre­
cursor of postmodernism. Like Kierkegaard, his influence was greater in the 
twentieth century than during his own lifetime, and the two are often cited as 
founders of existentialism. Nietzsche was born October 15, 1844, the birthday 
of Friedrich Wilhelm, the king of Prussia, for whom he was named. His father 
was the Lutheran pastor of the church in Röcken and both his grandfathers 
had also been pastors. His father died of a mental disorder when Friedrich 
was five years of age, and he consequently grew up as the sole male member 
of a household that included his mother, sister, grandmother, and two unmar­
ried aunts.30 As a student he so distinguished himself that Friedrich Ritschi 
declared that he was the best student he had taught, and recommended 
Nietzsche for an appointment as professor of classical philology at the Univer­
sity of Basel. He received this appointment, although he had not submitted 
his doctoral dissertation or his Habilitationschrift, the additional treatise neces­
sary to become a professor. Nonetheless, in light of this appointment, the Uni­
versity of Leipzig conferred the doctorate on him.37 

Nietzsche's work has been the object of widely differing interpretations. 
There does not appear to be a systematic design behind the writings, so that 
they can be fit into some kind of overall project. It also is difficult to know 
how literally to take his writing, and how great a weight to rest on certain 
passages. Some of this results from the varying values placed on different 
parts of his corpus, and specifically, the relative place to be assigned in 
inter/pretation to his published and his posthumous works, the Nachlass, 
which consist of notes from various periods of his life. Much of the work of 
collecting and publishing Nietzsche's work was done by his sister, Elisabeth 
Förster-Nietzsche. It was her interpretation of his works that came to be 
accepted, even though Kaufmann contends that "few writers today would 
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cite her as a reliable interpreter but her influence is still tremendous, if 
unrecognized."38 For instance, she made the judgment to include unpub­
lished notes in his posthumous work, The Will to Power. It is therefore more 
difficult than would otherwise be the case, to determine the exact content of 
his views. He died in 1900, suffering from mental illness, and apparently 
also from syphilis. 

One issue that affects the interpretation of Nietzsche is the lineage 
claimed for his ideas by some later movements. The Nazis, for example, 
made much of his concept of the Übermensch, which caused considerable 
aversion for his thought, but that appropriation should not be taken as 
determinative for understanding the meaning of his thought. One widely 
influential interpretation of the place of Nietzsche has been that of Jürgen 
Habermas, who referred to Nietzsche's thought as the "entry into postmo-
dernity,"39 and says that Nietzsche "renounces a renewed revision of the 
concept of reason and bids farewell to the dialectic of enlightenment."40 

According to this interpretation, Hegel and Nietzsche represent two forms 
of the European response of dissatisfaction with the Enlightenment ideal. 
Hegel attempted to reinstate the Enlightenment hopes by replacing the 
logistic method with a dialectical approach, in which contradictions were 
overcome in a new synthesis. Instead of replacing the Enlightenment 
rationalism with a new rationalism, Nietzsche introduced a type of irration-
alism, and thus completely rejected the hope for an inclusive rational 
explanation of reality. 

Nietzsche as deconstructionist. To what extent is Nietzsche advocating a 
rejection of the entire age and culture within which he was working? There 
are several indications of the similarity of his task to that of postmodernism 
and even deconstructionism. 

It is apparent, even from the titles of his work, that Nietzsche sees a 
change of era or paradigm. Something is dying or fading, something else is 
arising or coming into being. Note some of these: Beyond Good and Evil; The 
Birth of Tragedy; Daybreak: Thoughts on the Prejudices of Morality; Twilight of 
the Idols. This is seen, however, more fully in his actual discussions of ideas, 
institutions, and even the modern period. These must be interpreted in light 
of the fact that Nietzsche is not self-consciously concerned with the Enlight­
enment or modernity per se. He is rather addressing or criticizing certain 
features or institutions of it. 

Kaufmann, Nietzsche, p. 4. 
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Conventional morality. One of these characteristics of modernity is most 
evident in his criticism of conventional morality. It should be pointed out 
that Nietzsche is not simply attempting to destroy morality as such. He is 
not merely tearing down, out of opposition to morality. He critiques moral­
ity in order that a new and better alternative may be substituted for it. 
Indeed, the subtitle of The Will to Power is An Attempted Transvaluation of All 
Values. He claims in Ecce Homo that although The Dawn of Day was the work 
in which he began his campaign against morality, it was a positive, not a 
negative book. He then, however, gives his reason for writing what he did: 

My life-task is to prepare for humanity a moment of supreme self-conscious­
ness, a Great Noontide when it will give both backwards and forwards, when it 
will emerge from the tyranny of accident and priesthood, and for the first time 
pose the question of the Why and Wherefore of humanity as a whole. This life-
task is a necessary result of the view that mankind does not follow the right 
road of its own accord, that it is by no means divinely ruled, but rather, that it 
is precisely under the cover of its most sacred values that the tendency to 
negation, corruption, and decadence has exerted such seductive power. The 
question as to the origin of moral values is therefore a question of primary 
importance to me because it determines the future of mankind.41 

This leads him to point out the origin of the problem: "We are asked to 
believe that at bottom everything is in the best hands, that the book, the 
Bible, gives us definite assurance of a divine guidance and wisdom overlook­
ing man's destiny."42 Nietzsche maintains that the exact opposite is the 
truth, namely, that the control by priests, not only of the church, but 
throughout society, has led to what he terms "the morality of decadence." By 
this he means the establishment of altruism as the supreme virtue, with the 
concomitant suppression of egoism. He regards anyone who disagrees with 
him on this point as "infected." 

In An Attempt at Self-Criticism, he refers to Christianity as "the most 
extravagant burlesque of the moral theme to which mankind has hitherto 
been obliged to listen." In this particular context, he is discussing Christian­
ity in relationship to esthetics, but here it illustrates more general themes. 
The Christian dogma, which is only moral, considers itself true and there­
fore sets up absolute standards, in relationship to which all art is relegated to 
the realm of falsehood. Under the disguise of a better life, Christianity has 
become a rejection of life.'*'* In a long sentence he says: 

"Friedrich Nietzsche, Eccc Homo, in The Philosophy of Nietzsche (New York: Random House, 
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The hatred of the 'world; the condemnation of emotion, the fear of beauty and 
sensuality, a beyond, invented to slander this world all the more, at bottom a long­
ing for Nothingness, for the end, for rest, for the 'Sabbath of Sabbaths'—all this, 
together with the unconditional insistence of Christianity on the recognition only 
of moral values, has always appeared to me as the most dangerous and ominous of 
all possible forms of a 'will to perish'; at the very least, as the symptom of a most 
fatal disease, of the profoundest weariness, faint-heartedness, exhaustion, ane­
mia—for judged by morality (especially Christian, that is, absolute morality) life 
must constantly and inevitably be the loser, because life is something essentially 
unmoral,—indeed, bowed down under the weight of contempt and the everlasting 
No, life must finally be felt as unworthy of desire, as in itself unworthy.44 

Nietzsche's disaffection for morality was of wider grounding than simply his 

displeasure with Christianity, however. It is the conflict of conventional moral­

ity with the principle of the will to power that renders it suspect. This was a 

basic principle, developed as a modification of Schopenhauer 's concept of the 

will to life, which he virtually identified with life. Morality is an expression of 

the will to power, but the question is, whose will to power. Nietzsche contends 

that three powers lie concealed behind morality: "(1) The instinct of the herd 

against the strong and independent ; (2) the instinct of the suffering and under­

privileged against the fortunate; (3) the instinct of the mediocre against the 

exceptional."45 The difficulty is that this morality is developed at the cost of the 

ruling classes, and so retrains Nature's efforts to produce a higher type. Values 

are established and certified in relationship to the mass, the herd. He says: 

How much or how little dangerousness to the community or to equality is con­
tained in an opinion, a condition, an emotion, a disposition or an endow­
ment—that is now the moral perspective; here again fear is the mother of 
morals. . . . The lofty independent spirituality, the will to stand alone, and 
even the cogent reason, are felt to be dangers; everything that elevates the 
individual above the herd, and is a source of fear to the neighbour, is hence­
forth called evil; the tolerant, unassuming, self-adapting, self-equalising dispo­
sition, the mediocrity of desires, attains to moral distinction and honour. 

The pr imary difficulty of convent ional moral i ty is that it impedes the 

development of the extraordinary individual, or as Nietzsche t e rmed it, the 

Übermensch, or Supe rman . He bel ieves tha t u p to this point the a im of edu­

cation has b e e n utility, wi th respect to the society cur rent ly existing, ra ther 

than what could and will be. T h e he rd is desirable, as it serves as a founda-
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tion for the development of the higher race of men. The human race can 

only be elevated by the rise of this higher form of humanity. Nietzsche is 

quite clear that his goal is this Superman, not humanity, and that such a 

single individual may justify whole millenniums of existence.48 It is not 

simply Christianity that by its morality has resisted the higher values, how­

ever. Even philosophy, with its advocacy of moral "truths," has said no to 

Life. 
Christianity. One of Nietzsche's most sustained attacks was on religion, 

and specifically, on the Christian religion. Although he had been born into a 
pastor's home and was at some points quite appreciative of his heritage, he 
came increasingly to reject it as antithetical to what is most important. At 
one point, his objection to Christianity was largely on the basis of historical 
criticism. In his more mature phase, however, with the full development of 
his idea of the Superman, the opposition to Christianity took a predictable 
form. 

In his work The Antichrist, Nietzsche again asserted the value of the will to 
power: "What is good? Everything that heightens the feeling of power in man, 
the will to power, power itself. What is bad? Everything that is born of weak­
ness."'19 Christianity is then evaluated in relationship to this value structure: 
"Christianity should not be beautified and embellished: it has waged dead war 
against this higher type of man; it has placed all the basic instincts of this type 
under the ban; and out of these instincts it has distilled evil and the Evil One: 
the strong man as the typically reprehensible man, the 'reprobate.'''^0 In partic­
ular, this effect can be seen in the value it places on pity as a virtue. Pity, how­
ever, makes suffering contagious and impedes the production of the higher 
values: "Quite in general, pity crosses the line of development, which is the 
law of selection. It preserves what is ripe for destruction; it defends those who 
have been disinherited and condemned by life; and by the abundance of the 
failures of all kinds which it keeps alive, it gives life itself a gloomy and ques­
tionable aspect. . . . Pity is the practice of nihilism, lb repeat: this depressive 
and contagious instinct crosses those instincts which aim at the preservation 
of life and at the enhancement of its values."51 

We should, however, note the distinction between Nietzsche's attitudes 
toward empirical Christianity and Christ himself. The former should not be 
confused with the one root to which its name refers. The other roots from 
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which it has sprung are actually far more important. Nietzsche says: 
"What did Christ deny? Everything that today is called Christian."52 This 
includes the Christian creed: "The entire Christian teaching as to what 
shall be believed, the entire Christian 'truth/ is idle falsehood and decep­
tion and precisely the opposite of what inspired the Christian movement 
in the beginning."51 Neither, however, was it a matter of practices or of 
the social entity of the church: "Precisely that which is Christian in the 
ecclesiastical sense is anti-Christian, in essence: things and people 
instead of symbols; history instead of eternal facts; forms, rites, dogmas 
instead of a way of life. Utter indifference to dogmas, cults, priests, 
church, theology is Christian."5'5 What Christ preached was a life, a real 
life. The kingdom of heaven is a state of the heart, and is manifested in 
deeds. 

Nietzsche's conception of philosophy. Some philosophers have questioned 
whether Nietzsche can be correctly termed a philosopher, in view of his 
rejection of much traditional philosophy and philosophers. It is true that in 
several respects he does not engage in the type of endeavor often associated 
with philosophy. He is not attempting to develop a system, an all-inclusive 
synoptic scheme that ties together all of the phenomena of our experience. 
Nor does he work out a thoroughgoing epistemology, or offer rigorous ration­
al proofs for his contents or extensive theoretical refutations of the views he 
rejects. In so doing, however, despite his extensive criticisms of philoso­
phers, he seems to be helping establish a new type of philosophy and philos­
opher. This is particularly true of his later writings, beginning with Thus 
Spoke Zarathustra. 

Nietzsche is engaged in doing topical or problem philosophy. Even in the 
writings of his middle period, where this does not necessarily appear to be 
the case, he indicates in his reflection on them in Ecce Homo, that they were 
indeed formulated on such a basis. Some may question whether this is phi­
losophy, because of the nature of the topics he addresses. His writing is dis­
tinguished by the neglect of such traditional problems of philosophy as the 
existence of God, the basis of moral judgments, and the nature and basis of 
knowledge. He is not interested in the usual disputes that arise in connec­
tion with these problems and then produce conflicting propositions, the 
truth or falsity of which must be debated. Rather, he deals with topics such 
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as ascetic ideals, the will to truth, and the bad conscience. These matters 
pose problems requiring new interpretation and evaluation, and this is what 
Nietzsche thinks to be the primary task of philosophy. 

Further, Nietzsche approaches the problems not in an inclusive or funda­
mental fashion, but through a case treatment. Socrates, David Strauss, 
Schopenhauer, Wagner, and many others are introduced and examined. He 
then uses these cases to address a particular problem. He ranges cases for 
and against various interpretations. The unique nature of his philosophical 
method emerges at this point. Schacht summarizes well: 

Nietzsche does not for the most part present arguments of the customary sort. 
But he recognizes the need to do more than merely say what he thinks, in 
order to make his criticisms stick and his own ideas convincing. On the attack, 
he typically seeks to make cases against certain ways of thinking. He proceeds 
by presenting an array of considerations to make us suspicious and aware of 
just how problematical these methods are, ultimately to deprive them of their 
credibility. He generally does not claim that the considerations he marshals 
actually refute his targets. Rather, he aims and purports to dispose of them. He 
attempts to undermine them sufficiently to lay them to rest, exposed as 
unworthy of being taken seriously—at least by those possessed of intellectual 
integrity.50 

Finally, Nietzsche's philosophizing can be seen to consist to a large extent of 
what is actually ad hominem argumentation. He is not concerned about the­
oretical truth but rather life, and ideas and systems are evaluated by the way 
they contribute to life. In discussions of matters such as morality and reli­
gion he is not so much refuting a given view as undermining it, creating sus­
picion, showing the motives that lie behind it. The discussion of pride and 
pity, the herd mentality, the slavish values often espoused, proceeds along 
these lines. It is indeed appropriate that one movement that claims 
Nietzsche as a forerunner is termed "existentialism," for these existential 
concerns are of the greatest importance in his thought. 

The rejection of customary metaphysics. One of Nietzsche's more signifi­
cant contributions was his perspectivity. This was in effect an attack on the 
Enlightenment view of knowledge as fixed, objective, and absolute. His 
comments appear in several different contexts. One of these is his opposi­
tion to positivism. Positivism restricted knowledge to phenomena, and 
insisted that facts are all that there are. Nietzsche, however, takes the exact 
opposite view: "I would say: No facts is precisely what there is not, only 
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interpretations. We cannot establish any fact 'in itself: perhaps it is folly to 

want to do such a thing." He then goes on to soften somewhat this rather 

extreme statement: "Insofar as the word 'knowledge' has any meaning, the 

world is knowable: but it is interpretable otherwise, it has no mean ing beh ind 

it, but countless meanings—'Perspectivism.'"57 

He also brings this criticism to bear on the Kantian "thing in itself." 

Whereas language is supposed to be the expression of all realities, it "desig­

nates only the relations of things to men , and to express these relations he 

uses the boldest of metaphors."5 8 This is seen especially in the mat te r of the 

formation of concepts . Here Nietzsche clearly identifies himself as a nomi­

nalist, as against any form of realism. The formation of a concept is 

achieved by grouping together similar particulars. This, however, is an artifi­

cial matter: 

Every concept originates by the equation of the dissimilar. Just as no leaf is 
ever exactly the same as any other, certainly the concept "leaf is formed by 
arbitrarily dropping those individual differences, by forgetting the distinguish­
ing factors, and this gives rise to the idea that besides leaves there is in nature 
such a theory as the "leaf," i.e., an original form according to which all leaves 
are supposedly woven, sketched, circled off, colored, curled, painted, but by 
awkward hands, so that not a single specimen turns out correctly and reliably 
as a true copy of the original form. 

So, with honesty, there is no essence referred to as that. There are mere ly 

many unequal cases, which we equate by omit t ing what is different or 

unequal. 

What, then, is t ruth? Nietzsche con tends that t ru ths are illusions. 

Truth is a mobile army of metaphors, metonyms, anthropomorphisms, in 
short, a sum of human relations, which were poetically and rhetorically 
heightened, transferred, and adorned, and after long use seem solid, canoni­
cal, and binding to a nation. Truths are illusions about which it has been forgot­
ten that they are illusions, worn-out metaphors without sensuous impact, 
coins which have lost their image and now can be used only as metal, and no 
longer as coins.60 

What we call t ru th is actually in large part a product of the creative work of 

the h u m a n knower. 
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The laws of logic, such as the law of identity and the law of contradiction, 
seem self-evident. In reality, says Nietzsche, these are not undeniable prin­
ciples. Supposedly one cannot think and function without assuming them: 
"We are unable to affirm and to deny one and the same thing: this is a sub­
jective empirical law, not the expression of any 'necessity' but only of an 
inability."01 From the fact that we cannot do this, we assume that it is a nec­
essary truth, but that does not follow. It reveals more about us than about 
the nature of reality. The problem with these supposedly necessary princi­
ples is that to assert that they are necessary assumes a prior and indepen­
dent knowledge of the nature of the object, of Being. Rather than being 
adequate to reality, these are the means by which we create realities or the 
concept of reality. Nietzsche says, "Logic is the attempt to comprehend the 
actual world by means of a scheme of being posited by ourselves; more cor­
rectly, to make it formulatable and calculable for us."62 

It is not only the outer world, the objects of knowledge, which is at least 
in part constructed by us. The same is true of the subject of knowledge 
itself, the ego. 

This same perspectivity is seen in Nietzsche's discussion of moral issues. 
He is particularly critical of a natural law ethic—the view that values and 
even laws are embedded within nature, and ethics is a matter of discovering 
these and conforming our actions to them. There is, however, no such law. 
Rather, "it exists only owing to your interpretation and bad 'philology.' It is 
no matter of fact, no 'text,'but rather just a naively humanitarian adjustment 
and perversion of meaning, with which you make abundant concessions to 
the democratic instincts of the modern soul!"''3 This can be seen in the dif­
ferent conclusions drawn on the basis of some such imagined natural law. 
One person finds basis there for equality. Another, however, justifies quite a 
different position, such as the tyrannical claims to power, on the basis of the 
same data. Thus people assert about the world "that it has a 'necessary' and 
'calculable' course, not, however, because laws obtain in it, but because they 
are absolutely lacking, and every power effects its ultimate consequences 
every moment."6" Thus, Nietzsche makes a statement about ethics very sim­
ilar to that which he made in the case of epistemology: "There is no such 
thing as moral phenomena, but only a moral interpretation of phenom-
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twentieth-century 
transitions to 
postmodernism 

- L f the persons in the previous chapter can be said to anticipate postmod­
ernism, then the persons and movements we are considering here should be 
thought of as actually participating in it, at least partially. They combined 
elements of modernism with postmodernism, and in the biography of at 
least one of them, Ludwig Wittgenstein, we see the transition from the 
former to the latter from his earlier to his later thought. 

Martin Heidegger 

A great deal of dispute has focused on the person and thought of the philos­
opher Martin Heidegger. Although often thought of as the father of modern 
German existentialism, Heidegger disavows the title of existentialist. There 
is considerable debate about the extent of difference between the thought of 
the early and the late Heidegger, of Avhether there are in effect two Heideg­
gers or only one. There has been controversy over his relationship to 
Nazism, since in his installation address as rector of the University of 
Freiburg he offered a certain amount of endorsement for that philosophy, 
although he gradually withdrew from that movement and in the 1940s was 
even forbidden to publish. What is not questioned, however, is the extent of 
his influence on twentieth-century thought. Numerous philosophers, 
including Derrida and other deconstructionists, have acknowledged his con­
tribution to their thinking. Especially because of his association with Rudolf 
Bultmann during their time together at the University of Marburg, he 
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exerted considerable impact on theology. 
Heidegger was born in 1889 in Messkirch, Baden, in the Black Forest of 

Germany. Both his parents were Catholics, and Martin initially planned his 
education with the goal of becoming a priest. This interest soon turned to 
philosophy, however, and he was especially influenced by the work of Franz 
Brentano, Heinrich Rickert, Edmund Husserl, and Nicolai Hartmann. 
Although he departed from Husserl's teaching at a number of points, the lat­
ter requested that Heidegger be named his successor at the University of 
Freiburg, and Heidegger's major work, Being and Time, was dedicated to 
Husserl. Heidegger was a largely private man. Although invited in 1930 and 
1933 to become a professor at Berlin, he declined, preferring to remain in 
the solitude of the Black Forest, where he felt there were fewer distractions. 

Heidegger's thought is complex, and any attempt to convey it in brief 
fashion must necessarily produce distortion. For our purposes, however, it is 
sufficient to sketch a few motifs that indicate the transition in orientation 
that was taking place in the twentieth century. 

Dasein. In his major early work, Being and Time, Heidegger developed at 
some length the concept of Dasein. Various translators and commentators 
have translated this as "being-there" (the literal meaning), "being-here," or 
various other English terms. Perhaps the wisest approach is simply to leave 
the term untranslated and to derive its meaning inductively from observing 
Heidegger's use of it. 

In one sense, we could almost render Dasein as "human being," since it is 
a way of understanding our human existence, and thus derivatively, of 
understanding being in general. Here Heidegger reverses the common ten­
dency to understand Being, or even the being of humans, from an under­
standing of the being of specific objects. For Heidegger, humans cannot be 
approached as things or objects. In fact, Dasein rejects the distinction of 
object and subject, even in the Kierkegaardian form that stresses subjectiv­
ity. He says, "Dasein is not only close to us . . . we are it, each of us, we our­
selves."1 

Dasein must be understood in light of Heidegger's conception of the 
world, for it is very much wrapped up with human relationship to the world. 
In fact, we cannot conceive of Dasein apart from the world. He says that 
modes of Dasein's Being "must be seen and understood a priori as grounded 
upon that state of Being which we have called 'Being-in-the-world!"2 By being 
"in" the world, however, Heidegger does not mean "in" as location spatially, 
the way a car is in the garage. Rather, it means something like "being associ-

1 Martin Heidegger, Being and Time (New York: Harper f< Row, 1962), p. 36. 
'ibid., p. 78. 
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ated with," or "being familiar with." Dasein and the world are not two enti­
ties that could be conceived of as existing side by side: "Being-in is not a 
'property' which Dasein sometimes has and sometimes does not have. . . . 
Taking up relationship towards the world is possible only because Dasein, as 
Being-in-the-world, is as it is."' In other words, Dasein is a relationship, a 
quality of the way we are related to the world. 

The world here is being understood as our environment, that in which we 
are found. The German Umwelt carries the idea of "the world around." 
Dasein then is a way of being so related to the world that its contents are not 
merely regarded as objects, to be known or studied, but in a more practical 
way. Objects may be regarded either as vorhanden or as zuhanden, perhaps 
best rendered as "present at hand" and "ready to hand." In seeing objects as 
present at hand, we are thinking of them in terms of their discernible quali­
ties or attributes, which may be examined, analyzed, classified, and the like. 
This, however, says Heidegger, is not the primordial way of relating to them. 
It is a derived or secondary way of reflecting on them. 

The more primary or the primordial way of relating to the objects is in 
terms of how we may use them. Thus, regarding a hammer in terms of its 
size, shape, composition, color, and so on, is not the way we ordinarily ini­
tially conceived of it. The primordial way, treating it as "ready to hand," is in 
terms of using it to drive nails or pound on other objects. Heidegger is quite 
clear about this priority: "The kind of dealing which is closest to us is . . . not 
a bare perceptual cognition, but rather that kind of concern which manipu­
lates things and puts them to use."4 Because this pragmatic orientation is so 
immediate, we may tend to overlook it. If, however, the hammer were to 
break, we would become very conscious of the importance of the ready to 
hand dimension. Although Greek philosophy had this pragmatic dimension, 
it became neglected in the fuller development of Greek philosophy, he con­
tends. 

Heidegger contrasts his view of the world with that of Descartes. This can 
be seen, for example, in his discussion of space. Space can be thought of 
objectively or mathematically, as the actual distance of remoteness, as a cat­
egory. It can also be thought of in terms of what he terms Entfernung, or "de-
severance," the practical distance. What is near spatially may actually be far 
practically, and vice versa. Tb use a contemporary illustration, a computer 
program may be close at hand, but if I am unfamiliar with it, it may be quite 
inaccessible. Conversely, although it may be some distance away, a program 
that I know well will actually be closer or "ready to hand," although it is not 

'ibid., p. 84. 
'ibid., p. 95. 
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"present at hand." Heidegger says, "A pathway which is long 'Objectively' 
can be much shorter than one which is 'Objectively' shorter still but which 
is perhaps 'hard going' and comes before us as interminably long. Yet only in 
thus 'coming before us' is the current world authentically ready~to-hand. The 
Objective distances of Things present-at-hand do not coincide with the 
remoteness and closeness of what is ready-to-hand within-the-world."5 

We should note that Heidegger is not rejecting the legitimacy of the scientific 
approach, but rather its exclusiveness, or even its primacy. The scientific 
approach to a hammer would be to measure it or test it. While that has a defi­
nite bearing on the hammer's utility, it is not the exclusive truth about the ham­
mer, or even the most important way of understanding it. What is thought of as 
scientific objectivity must be seen as emerging only at a secondary level, the 
level of abstraction. According to Heidegger, Descartes, who was a mathemati­
cian, thought that not only the best but virtually the only way of truly knowing 
the world "lies in knowing [Erkennen] intellectio, in the sense of knowledge 
[Erkenntnis] we get in mathematics and physics. Mathematical knowledge is 
regarded by Descartes as the one manner of apprehending entities which can 
always give assurance that their Being has been securely grasped."b 

There are, to be sure, differences of emphasis between Heidegger's earlier 
and later thought. Yet, for our purposes, we may note the continuation and 
even elaboration of this distinction of different ways of relating to or knowing 
the world. In his Gelassenheit Heidegger distinguishes between what he terms 
calculative thinking and meditative thinking. While each has its own proper 
place. Heidegger is fearful that the former will increasingly overwhelm the 
latter: "The approaching tide of technological revolution in the atomic age 
could so captivate, bewitch, dazzle, and beguile men that calculative thinking 
may someday come to be accepted and practised as the only way of thinking." 
One effect of this reduction of creative thinking to calculative thinking is the 
division of knowledge into compartments of specialization. Another, more 
basic, is the split of subject-object thinking. Here the world is viewed through 
one's own categories. This split began with Plato's division of the world of 
appearance below and the realm of real being above, which led then to the 
dualism of things and ideas. Heidegger agrees with Nietzsche's contention 
that Christianity is simply Platonism for the people.8 

%id., pp. 140-41. 
r,Ibid., p. 128. 
7Martin Heidegger, Discourse on Thinking: A Translation of Gelassenheit (New York: Harper 
&• Row, ] 966), p. 56. See also his "Question Concerning Technology," in The Question Con­
cerning Technology and Other Essays (New York: Garland, 1977), pp. 3-35. 
"Martin Heidegger, Introduction to Metaphysics (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 
1959), p. 106. 
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Hans-Georg Gadamer 
Hans-Georg Gadamer exerted a powerful influence on later-twentieth-cen­
tury thought through his work in the field of hermeneutics, broadly con­
ceived, and especially his concept of the two horizons. The magnitude of his 
influence is indicated by the statement of even his critic, E. D. Hirsch: 
"Hans-Georg Gadamer has published the most substantial treatise on herme-
neutic theory that has come from Germany this century."9 

Tb understand Gadamer's hermeneutic it is necessary to grasp his con­
ception of philosophy. 7b Gadamer, philosophy is a purely descriptive, 
rather than a prescriptive, activity. Despite the title of his major work, he 
writes, "1 am not proposing a method, but I am describing what is the case" 

Gadamer's magnum opus is divided into three parts. In the first, he exam­
ines "the question of truth as it emerges in the experience of art"; in the sec­
ond, the subject is "the extension of the question of truth to understanding 
in the human sciences"; in the third, he looks at "the ontological shift of 
hermeneutics guided by language." An examination of the first of these 
gives us an understanding of his paradigm for all hermeneutics. It should be 
understood that in this context, hermeneutics means something much 
broader than simply the interpretation of texts. In the introduction, Gada­
mer equates hermeneutics with "the phenomenon of understanding and of 
the correct interpretation of what has been understood." The investigation 
he is engaged in "is concerned to seek that experience of truth that tran­
scends the sphere of the control of scientific method wherever it is to be 
found, and to inquire into its legitimacy."12 He sees himself going beyond 
the hermeneutics of Schleiermacher or Dilthey. While Dilthey had sepa­
rated the Geisteswissenschaften, or human sciences from the Naturwissen­
schaften, or natural sciences, hermeneutics applied only to the former. The 
latter were still science, which could be unfolded by using the correct 
method. 

For Gadamer, however, his approach was both broader and further-reach­
ing: "I did not wish to elaborate a system of rules to describe, let alone 
direct, the methodical procedure of the human sciences. . . . My real con­
cern was and is philosophic: not what we do or what we ought to do, but what 
happens to us over and above our wanting and doing."' He sees himself as 
continuing, in some sense, Kant's endeavor: "He [Kant] asked a philosophic 

UE. D. Hirsch Jr., Validity in Interpretation (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 
1967), p. 245. 
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question: What are the conditions of our knowledge, by virtue of which 
modern science is possible, and how far does it extend? Thus the following 
investigation also asks a philosophic question. But it does not ask it only of 
the so-called human sciences. . . . It does not ask it only of science and its 
modes of experience, but of all human experience of the world and human 
living. It asks (to put it in Kantian terms): how is understanding possible?"14 

Thus art is a logical starting place for such an inquiry. 

Gadamer is aware of a powerful philosophic tradition of belief in the 
inclusive power of theoretical reason. This, however is not a permanent or 
inherent characteristic of philosophy. Rather, it is related to specific histori­
cal factors, particularly the Enlightenment. It was exposed by Hume's skep­
ticism and by Kant's first Critique. While it is often thought of as 
characteristic of Greek philosophy, in that tradition reason was not merely a 
theoretical capacity, but rather a human attitude, presupposing practical 
knowledge. 

The specific form Gadamer's inquiry takes relates to the human sciences. 
It was common in the twentieth century to seek to assimilate them to the 
methodology of the natural sciences, which means that a strong emphasis is 
placed on the use of statistical method. Gadamer believes this has been a 
fundamentalty mistaken direction: "The real problem that the human sci­
ences present to thought is that one has not properly grasped the nature of 
the human sciences if one measures them by the yardstick of an increasing 
knowledge of regularity. . . . Historical research does not endeavour to grasp 
the concrete phenomenon as an instance of a general rule."16 It is apparent 
that history is here being made the representative human discipline: "Its 
ideal is rather to understand the phenomenon itself in its unique and histor­
ical concreteness. . . . The aim is not to confirm and expand these general 
experiences in order to attain knowledge of a law, e.g. how men, peoples 
and states evolve, but to understand how this man, this people or this state 
is what it has become—more generally, how has it happened that it is so."'' 
Instead of science, he believes that the clue to doing human sciences is to be 
found in rhetorical and humanist culture.18 

This is what leads Gadamer to his discussion of esthetics. Interacting 
with Kant, he asks, "Is it right to reserve the concept of truth for concep­
tual knowledge? Must we not also admit that the work of art possesses 
truth? We shall see that to acknowledge this places not only the phenome-

14Ibid., pp. xvii-xviii, 
lsHans-Georg Gadamer, "The Power of Reason," Man and World 3 (1970): 5-15. 
'"Gadamer, Truth and Method, p. 6. 
l7Ibid. 
'"ibid., p. 23. 
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non of art but also that of history in a new light."19 

Gadamer contends that rather than being just one kind of experience, 
aesthetic experience represents the essence of experience itself. It can 
therefore give us a clue to the very nature of knowledge in general. What 
happens in the aesthetic experience is that "it suddenly takes the person 
experiencing it out of the context of his life, by the power of the work of art, 
and yet relates him back to the whole of his existence."2' Yet this is not 
merely an experience of something foreign to the one having the aesthetic 
experience. It is a matter of self-understanding. 

Aesthetic experience also is a mode of self-understanding. But all self-
understanding takes place in relation to something else that is understood 
and includes the unity and sameness of this other. Inasmuch as we encoun­
ter the work of art in the world and a world in the individual work of art, this 
does not remain a strange universe into which we are magically transported 
for a time. Rather, we learn to understand ourselves in it, and that means 
that we preserve the discontinuity of the experience in the continuity of our 
existence. Therefore it is necessary to adopt an attitude to the beautiful and 
to art that does not lay claim to immediacy, but corresponds to the historical 
reality of man.2Z 

If, however, aesthetic experience is not a unique type of experience but 
reveals the nature of experience in general, then, as Gadamer says, "this 
involves a far-reaching hermeneutical consequence, inasmuch as all 
encounter with the language of art is an encounter with a still unfinished 
process and is itself part of this process,"23 This is because "in the experience 
of art we see a genuine experience induced by the work, which does not 
leave him who has it unchanged."24 

This analysis of art is extended into a treatment of play, since art is a kind 
of play. Three notable characteristics of play are pertinent to our under­
standing. Just as "the work of art has its true being in the fact that it 
becomes an experience changing the person experiencing it," so "the play­
ers are not the subjects of play; instead play merely reaches presentation 
through the players."23 This can be seen in drama and music as well: "Rather, 
in the performance, and only in it—as we see most clearly in the case of 
music—do we encounter the work itself, as the divine is encountered in the 

'"ibid., p. 39. 
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religious rite . . . . It itself belongs to the world to which it represents itself. A 
drama exists really only when it is played, and certainly music must 
resound."26 It appears that Gadamer has arrived at his answer to the age-old 
conundrum of whether when a tree falls in the forest and no one is there to 
hear it, there is any sound. "This is seen most clearly in the interpretative 
arts, especially in drama and music, which wait for the occasion in order to 
exist and find their form only through that occasion. . . . The work itself is 
what 'takes place' in the performative event. It is its nature to be occasional 
in such a way that the occasion of the performance makes it speak and 
brings out what is in it." 

From these considerations, then, Gadamer draws his conclusion: "If my 
argument is correct, however, then the real problem of hermeneutics is 
quite different from its common acceptance. . . . Understanding must be 
conceived as a part of the process of coming into being of meaning, in which 
the significance of all statements—those of art and those of everything else 
that has been transmitted—is formed and made complete,"2* 

The final concept in Gadamer that I will be discussing is probably his 
most famous concept: that of the fusing of horizons. In the model of human 
sciences developed in the modern or Enlightenment period, the goal is an 
objectivity similar to that believed to be present in the natural sciences. The 
aim is to understand past events in terms of the historical horizon of those 
events. By horizon he means "the range of vision that includes everything 
that can be seen from a particular vantage point."29 This sort of objectivity, 
however, is both impossible and unrealistic. In order to understand 
another's horizon we must have our own horizon,'50 and can only understand 
the concepts of the historical past by comprehending them through our own 
concepts." This fusion of the two horizons of the past and the present or the 
interpreter and the text is true understanding.32 

Ludwig Wittgenstein 

One of the pivotal figures in the rise of postmodernism is the Austrian phi­
losopher, Ludwig Wittgenstein. Indeed, in many ways, he personally 
embodies the change from the modern to the postmodern period. For in 
the transition from his earlier to his later thought we see the contrast 
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between the mentalities of these two periods. 
Wittgenstein was born in Vienna in 1889 into a well-to-do Jewish family. 

His father was an engineer, but various family members displayed strong 
artistic qualities. Both his parents and some of his seven brothers and sisters 
were musical, his brother Paul being the one-armed pianist for whom Ravel 
wrote the piano concerto for left hand. Johannes Brahms was a frequent vis­
itor in their home. Ludwig himself made a number of sculptures.33 

Wittgenstein studied engineering in Berlin and then in Manchester. He 
was very interested in technical aeronautical problems, especially the con­
struction of propellers. This study involved him in numerous mathematical 
calculations, and revived his interest in the foundations of mathematics. He 
had already become interested in philosophy, especially Schopenhauer's Die 
Welt als Wille und Vorstellung ("The World as Will and Imagination"). These 
two worlds, the metaphysical and logical or positivist, continued to have an 
influence on him throughout his academic life. In his early work he distin­
guished between them, but in his later writings they are brought together. 

During the period of his study in England he made a number of trips to 
the Continent, and visited several times with Gottlob Frege, mathematics 
professor at Jena, who was primarily concerned with the logical problems of 
mathematics. Frege encouraged Wittgenstein to study with Bertrand Russell, 
who with Alfred Whitehead had written Principia Mathematica. Wittgenstein 
began jotting down his philosophical observations, which he continued 
while serving in the Austrian army during World War I, and even as an Ital­
ian prisoner of war. These notes were eventually published as Tractatus Log-
ico-Philosophicus. 

In this early work Wittgenstein attempts, like the logical positivists, to 
construct a logical language that would include all of the sciences. At this 
point he held to the mirror view of language, which maintains that the logi­
cal and positive language most fully embodied in the exact sciences mirrors 
or pictures reality. A fact is what is the case, and propositions which when 
compared with reality are seen to correctly mirror it are to be considered 
true and those which do not are false/*4 There was strong similarity between 
Wittgenstein's views at this point and those of the logical positivists, and 
even some influence of the former on the latter. Nonetheless, they differed 
at two points. First, Wittgenstein's logical atomism is not found in quite this 
form in logical positivism, and, second, whereas logical positivists rejected 

For the most part, these biographical details are taken from C. A. van Peursen, Ludwig Witt­
genstein: An Introduction to His Philosophy (London: Faber fie Faber, 1969), chap. 1; and 
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metaphysics, Wittgenstein recognizes it, but says that one can say nothing 
about it. Thus, at the end of the Tractatus, discussing the question of his own 
propositions' meaningfulness, Wittgenstein says that after one has climbed 
through or over them, he will finally recognize them as senseless. He says, 
"Whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must be silent."'5 While this might 
seem mystical and inconsistent with the remainder of the Tractatus, it will 
seem so only to one unfamiliar with Wittgenstein's background and temper­
ament. 

In 1929 Wittgenstein returned to Cambridge, becoming a fellow of Trinity 
College in 1930; in 1939 he was named G. E. Moore's successor. It soon 
became apparent that his views had shifted considerably since his earlier 
work, although these changes were not really documented in print until 
after his death in 1951. About 1933 he began circulating his new ideas in two 
sets of lecture notes, in a brown and a blue folder. These were published 
posthumously in 1958. In 1953 the Philosophical Investigations appeared. 

In the Tractatus Wittgenstein, like the logical positivists, had sought to 
construct an ideal language that would reveal the hidden structure of all 
true discourse. In his later thought, however, he expressed a broader 
view of language. Language is used in many different ways, and these 
cannot simply be inferred from the surface of language on the basis of 
ordinary grammar. A transitional statement of his views is found in the 
Philosophical Remarks: "But the essence of language is a picture of the 
essence of the world; and philosophy as custodian of grammar can in fact 
grasp the essence of the world, only not in the propositions of language, 
but in rules for this language, which exclude nonsensical combinations of 

„36 

signs. 
This distinction between surface grammar and depth grammar becomes 

important in Wittgenstein's later thought. While the former is the grammar 
of language as it appears to us, the latter is an examination of actual lan­
guage as found in usage, and is often incomplete. It is to this ordinary lan­
guage that he turns. He had written in the Tractatus that language is as 
complicated as a living organism, and in the later writings he is seeking to 
examine this life of language. He is not, however, simply proposing a com-
monsense approach to language, as some British philosophers such as 
Moore had advocated. Wittgenstein says, "There is no commonsense answer 
to a philosophical problem. One can defend common sense against the 
attacks of philosophers only by solving their puzzles, i.e., by curing them of 
the temptation to attack common sense; not by restating the views of com-

'Ibid., §7. 
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mon sense. A philosopher is not a man out of his senses, a man who doesn't 
see what everybody sees." The aim of philosophy is to elucidate the ordi­
nary functioning of language. The problem is that ordinary language, which 
pervades all of our life, tends to keep the mind in one position, thus effect­
ing a mental cramp. Philosophy aims to remove this mental cramp.37 

Wittgenstein uses a number of analogies to convey his understanding of 
philosophy's role. In The Blue and Brown Books he speaks of a jigsaw puzzle. 
We are unable to solve it and think that we either have the wrong pieces, or 
that some pieces are missing. What is actually the case, however, is that all 
the pieces are present, but are mixed up. Instead of forcing or distorting the 
pieces, we should examine them carefully and sort them out correctly. Then 
the puzzle will be solved.38 In his last writings he appeals to the image of dif­
ferent language games and suggests that this is the task of philosophy, to 
look carefully at the pieces of the puzzle and only then attempt to fit them 
together/9 Problems occur when language is running idle.40 

In The Blue and Brown Books Wittgenstein gives a rather helpful illustration. 
He begins with a simple language, composed of a few words, like cube, brick, 
slab, and column, which in turn refer to objects such as cubes, bricks and slabs, 
and columns. A builder calls out a word, slab, to his assistant, who then brings 
him the object corresponding to that word. What is happening here, however, is 
that through training the assistant has learned that when the builder speaks that 
word, the assistant is to perform a certain action. Brick is not a description, but 
an order, within the language game in which these two are engaged.41 

Language, then, does not simply name objects. It may be put to several dif­
ferent uses, such as giving orders, framing conjectures, making up a story, 
play-acting, telling a joke, translating, praying, cursing, greeting. While on the 
surface the same forms or words appear, in terms of depth grammar they are 
functioning differently: "Here the term 'language-game' is meant to bring into 
prominence the fact that the speaking of language is part of an activity, or of a 
form of life. . . . It is interesting to compare the multiplicity of the tools in lan­
guage and of the ways they are used, the multiplicity of kinds of word and 
sentence, with what logicians have said about the structure of language. 
(Including the author of the Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus.)"42 

Ludwig Wittgenstein, Preliminary Studies for the "Philosophical Investigations," Generally 
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Philosophy's task, then, is to observe the way language is functioning in a 
given instance, rather than prescribing the way it must function. To fail to 
do this, and to confuse one language game for another, is to fall into the 
mental cramp Wittgenstein has described. Such a mental cramp may also 
occur in connection with the question, "What is the meaning of a word?" He 
criticizes Frege's understanding of meaning, in which words have a sort of 
meaning, independent of anyone's understanding of them. On that scheme, 
there is a dead meaning, and then an organic part, the understanding of the 
signs. Rather, says Wittgenstein, the meaning, which gives life to the sign, is 
not something existing separately from the sign, in something called the 
mind, but is actually the use made of the sign, which may vary in different 
activities, or language-games."13 So the word bishop has different meanings in 
ecclesiastical settings and in the game of chess. One cannot determine the 
meaning of bishop in chess by an analysis of the material of which it is com­
posed. Rather, its meaning is involved in the moves that can be made with it 
in a game of chess."'4 

Thomas Kuhn 
If the developments we have been discussing were related to particular 
issues in specific fields, the one we now turn to is much more general, 
involving the understanding of the whole scientific enterprise and the 
nature of scientific methodology. To a certain extent, the developments we 
have previously examined contributed to Kuhn's discussion, for it was con­
cerned with the question of why one paradigm comes to replace another in 
scientific endeavors. 

Thomas Kuhn is a historian of science, who gravitated to that field from 
theoretical physics, where he was nearing the end of his dissertation work. 
At the time, he was involved in teaching an experimental college course on 
physical science for nonscience majors. Here he was exposed for the first 
time to the history of science, and to his surprise found he had to revise his 
views of the nature of science and the reasons for its success. Consequently, 
he shifted his specialization to the history of science, and particularly of the 
philosophical issues that had led him to study the history of science.45 

Kuhn begins by in effect offering an apologetic for the discipline he will 
use to solve the problem he wants to undertake. He contends that the usual 
source for the understanding of the nature of science has been the study of 
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finished scientific accomplishments. The problem with this approach, how­
ever, is that it is intended to be pedagogic and persuasive, that is, to perpetu­
ate the views in which current practitioners have been schooled. Kuhn 
makes his goal clear: "This essay attempts to show that we have been misled 
by them in fundamental ways. Its aim is a sketch of the quite different con­
cept of science that can emerge from the historical record of the research 
activity itself."46 In other words, rather than drawing the understanding of 
science from the results of its endeavor, he is going to examine the actual 
process by which those conclusions were reached. It is not merely the 
employment of historical data that constitutes his contribution, however. 
Sometimes the data of history are utilized in an unhistorical manner. They 
have simply been scrutinized from the standpoint of the questions drawn 
from science texts. On that approach, science is seen as a constellation of 
facts, methods, and theories, and scientists are seen as those who contribute 
to the stockpile of scientific technique and knowledge, in a piecemeal fash-

47 

ion. 
On the model usually propounded regarding science, the difference 

between paradigms or views is objective in origin. One group comes to 
adopt a new view because they more rigorously or carefully follow the sci­
entific method, or because they take note of data that the other group has 
not discerned or factored into their thinking. In contrast, Kuhn argues that 
historically this is not how paradigm changes have taken place. Rather, he 
contends, the methodological directives are insufficient to dictate particular 
scientific conclusions in the case of many scientific questions. Certain other 
less "objective" factors enter in. What experiment does a researcher choose 
to perform first, and what data resulting seem to him to be especially rele­
vant to the problem under consideration? The differences between different 
schools of thought arise because of incommensurable ways of seeing the 
world and practicing science within it. These differences are the result of 
arbitrary factors: "Observation and experience can and must drastically 
restrict the range of admissible scientific belief, else there would be no sci­
ence. But they cannot alone determine a particular body of such belief. An 
apparently arbitrary element, compounded of personal and historical acci­
dent, is always a formative ingredient of the beliefs espoused by a given sci­
entific community at a given time."48 

By its very nature, what Kuhn calls "normal science," working within the 
received framework, proceeds on the assumption that the scientific commu-
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nity knows what the world is like. Consequently, it endeavors to suppress 
any novelties. Yet, Kuhn contends, progress in science requires taking those 
novelties or anomalies seriously. When they become so numerous or so 
serious that they can no longer be ignored, what he terms a scientific revo­
lution, a change in the very way of understanding and doing science, takes 
place. Such changes are never merely incremental changes in the estab­
lished view or approach, but rather involve a reconstruction of theory and a 
re-evaluation of prior fact. And, since normal science specifies not only 
what sorts of entities there are in the universe but also what are not, these 
revolutions may come from the discovery of some hitherto unknown entity, 
such as oxygen or x-rays. 

In the early stages of a science's development, different persons encoun­
tering the same data or range of phenomena interpret them in different 
ways. Kuhn offers an explanation for this. The interpretation of such phe­
nomena requires some antecedent factors: "No natural history can be inter­
preted in the absence of at least some implicit body of intertwined 
theoretical and methodological belief that permits selection, evaluation, and 
criticism. If that body of belief is not already implicit in the collection of 
facts—in which case more than 'mere facts' are at hand—it must be exter­
nally supplied, perhaps by a current metaphysic, by another science, or by 
personal and historical accident."' The acceptance of a theory requires that 
it seem better than its competitors, but this cannot account for all the facts. 
When a new theory attracts more of the next generation's practitioners in 
the field, the older schools of thought gradually disappear, in part through 
the conversion of their members to the new view, but there are always some 
who cling to the old view. These individuals are simply read out of the pro­
fession, which ignores their work.51 

Kuhn illustrates his thesis through the examination of a number of such 
revolutions, one of the most prominent being the Copernican revolution. 
His fundamental thesis is what is most important to us. Science has been 
considered and has claimed to be the most nearly objective of endeavors. It 
involves the study of facts, and it improves its conclusions by more com­
plete and accurate understanding of these facts. Subjective personal matters, 
or influences arising from the historical setting, are to be ignored or neutral­
ized. Kuhn's contention is that the actual nature of scientific discovery and 
work is quite different. The "facts" can be understood in more than one way, 
and what leads a scientist to select particular facts to include, and to inter-

"ibid., p. 7. 
MIbid., pp. 16-17. 
slIbid., pp. 17-19. 
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pret them in a particular way, is a function of personal and local factors. 
New theories arise because one scientist views the phenomena differently 
than does another. There is an arbitrary element even in scientific method. 

The Sociology of Knowledge 
The sociology of knowledge has in a general way had a rather long history, 
yet in the form that the term currently designates, it is a mid- to late-twenti­
eth-century phenomenon. In its simplest and most general form, it is the idea 
that beliefs and ideas grow out of the social setting in which they are held, and 
in more extreme forms, they are thought of as having been determined by 
that social setting. As such the sociology of knowledge is a reaction against 
positivist views in the discipline, which held that although different cultures 
may have differing insights into issues, there is one generally valid or objec­
tive truth. In the influence of the Enlightenment, social sciences attempted to 
rid their methodology of any local or particular influences, thus arriving at 
some ahistorical or timeless form of understanding or a common human 
nature. Further, impressed by the vast achievements in the natural sciences, 
the social sciences had sought to emulate that methodology.52 

Karl Marx was in some ways the initial contributor to this theory, with his 
contention that human consciousness is determined by social forces, and 
specifically, by material life processes. This reversed the usual way of think­
ing of things: "Life is not determined by consciousness, but consciousness 
by life."** This is part of a general rule, but what is distinctive about ideas is 
that persons who hold them claim that their ideas are true. Those who con­
trol the means of material production also control the production of ideas: 
"The ruling ideas are nothing more than the ideal expression of the domi­
nant material relationships, the dominant material relationships grasped as 
ideas: hence of the relationship which makes the one class the ruling one, 
therefore the ideas of its dominance."54 

The early real pioneers of sociology of knowledge, however, were Max 
Scheler and Karl Mannheim. Scheler, a philosopher, advocated a rather lim­
ited theory, based on a distinction between ideal factors and real factors. 
The latter affect the conditions under which the former can appear, but not 
their content. Because most of Mannheim's works have been translated into 
English while Scheler's have not, Mannheim's influence in the English-speak­
ing world has been much more significant. Mannheim was reacting quite 

"Susan J. Hekman, Hermeneutics and the Sociology of Knowledge (Notre Dame, Ind.: Univer­
sity of Notre Dame Press, 1986), p. 5. 

""Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, The German Ideology, Parts I and III (New York: Interna­
tional Publishers, 1947), p. 15. 
Mlbid., p. 39. 
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strongly to Marxism. He distinguished three senses of ideology: the particu­
lar, the total, and the general. These refer respectively to ideology as only a 
portion of an opponent's thought; as the whole of his thought; and as charac­
teristic of one's own thought, as well as of one's opponent's thought.55 

In the mid-twentieth century, the movement of sociology of knowledge 
became somewhat diffused into varying schools of thought. Two general 
clusters can be observed, however. One group, following the lead of Alfred 
Schutz, has concentrated on the social origins of commonsense reality, or 
everyday knowledge. The other concentrated more on the empirical rela­
tionship between knowledge, in the more formal or technical sense, and 
social factors. This latter group can, in a sense, be considered adherents to 
the classical form of sociology of knowledge. 

Despite these differences, certain common traits and conclusions can be 
noted. Robert Bierstadt observes that the questions that are important to 
answer in one age and society may not even be considered in another: "No 
one in modern industrial societies wonders whether, if God is all-powerful, he 
can restore virginity to a prostitute; no one debates whether the mouse that 
steals into the cathedral and eats the consecrated wafer has partaken of the 
body of Christ; and no one asks himself why God, who is presumed to be eter­
nal, did not create the universe, say, some 600,000 years earlier than he did/' 

One's situation affects not only the choice of topics. The content of the 
knowledge is also socially determined. Mannheim distinguished two forms 
of the sociology of knowledge. The first is "a purely empirical investigation 
through description and structural analysis of the ways in which social rela­
tionships, in fact, influence thought." These, he says, may then pass into the 
second form, "an epistemological inquiry concerned with the bearing of this 
interrelationship upon the problem of validity." He contends that these two 
types are not necessarily connected and that "one can accept the empirical 
results without drawing the epistemological conclusions."'"" He maintains 
that the emergence and crystallization of thought is influenced in many 
cases and at important places by what he terms "extra-theoretical factors of 
the most diverse sort." This is what he calls the existential determination of 
thought."1 The world is known through many different orientations. The dif­
ference, he says, cannot be in the object, which is basically the same for all. 

Peter L. Berger and Thomas Luckmann, The Social Construction of Reality: A Treatise in the 
Sociology of Knowledge (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1966), pp. 8-9. 
"Robert Bierstadt, "Introduction," in Judith Wilier, The Social Determination of Meaning 
(Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1971), p. 2. 

7Karl Mannheim, "The Sociology of Knowledge," in Ideology and Utopia: An Introduction to 
the Sociology of Knowledge (New York: Harcourt, Brace fr World, 1936), p. 239. 
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It must rather be found in "the very different expectations, purposes, and 
impulses arising out of experience."59 

Mannheim does not wish to draw the implication of the relativity of 
knowledge from his argument. He distinguishes between relativism and 
relationism. The former concludes that establishing that all knowledge is 
socially determined means that it is relativized, that it has no validity 
beyond the situation of its origin. Relationism, on the other hand, recognizes 
this social origin of all knowledge, but refuses to use this principle reduc­
tive!}', to conclude to relativism. 

There are three possible answers to the question of whether we can make 
any statements about a statement's truth or falsity, once we have shown that it 
derives from a particular social setting. The first is the relativist view, which 
holds that the absolute validity of an assertion is denied by showing its deriva­
tion from a given social situation. The second regards such argumentation as 
irrelevant, believing that drawing conclusions of truth or falsity from a social 
explanation would be a case of the genetic fallacy. The third, which Mannheim 
espouses, differs from both of these. Sociology of knowledge cannot make abso­
lute judgments of truth or falsity, but it "also becomes a critique by redefining 
the scope and the limits of the perspective implicit in given assertions."60 

Whether or not Mannheim drew the implication of relativism from the 
method of the sociology of knowledge, others are inclined to do so. To take the 
reflection a step further, however, one should also apply the method of sociol­
ogy of knowledge to itself. In other words, its knowledge is socially determined, 
and thus is also relative. Interestingly, sociologists of knowledge have declined 
to do this, offering various reasons. Berger and Luckmann suggest that raising 
such questions is like trying to push a bus in which one is riding. While not 
brushing such questions aside, they propose that these questions are not part of 
the empirical discipline of sociology, but rather belong to the methodology of 
the social sciences, and they therefore decline to discuss them.61 Bierstadt sees 
very clearly the implications of the position when he says that "we unhappily 
confront a situation in which knowledge has lost its truth and so also have all 
propositions in the sociology of knowledge. The ultimate and unresolvable par­
adox . . . is that the sociology of knowledge destroys the possibility of a sociology 
of knowledge." He says that this is an unresolvable paradox, and he can only 
throw up his hands and quote Kant's statement that reason has the ability to 
raise questions to which it cannot give answers.1 

Ibid., p. 241. 
'ibid., pp. 253-56. 
Berger and Luckmann, Social Construction of Reality, pp. 12-13. 
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jacques derrida 

.X. n many ways, the father of modern deconstruction is Jacques Derrida. 

Primarily a philosopher, he has also exerted a strong influence in the field of 

literary criticism. It is customary to say that Derrida's thought and writing 

are difficult to understand. In fact, this difficulty is legendary. Any attempt 

to unfold what he is actually doing and saying will therefore require unusual 

patience and attention. 

Elements of Derrida's Though t 
Background. Derrida is a French Algerian of Jewish extraction. Born in Alge­
ria in 1931, he moved to France as a young student. There he studied phe­
nomenology with Emmanuel Levinas and Paul Ricoeur. His earliest writings 
were comments on and reactions to the thought of Edmund Husserl, and 
among the strongest early influences on his thought was Martin Heidegger. 
He acknowledges the influence of phenomenology: 

My philosophical formation owes much to the thought of Hegel, Husserl, and 
Heidegger. Heidegger is probably the most constant influence, and particularly 
his project of "overcoming" Greek metaphysics. Husserl, whom I studied in 
more detailed and painstaking fashion, taught me a certain methodical pru­
dence and reserve, a rigorous technique of unraveling and formulating ques­
tions. But I never shared Husserl's pathos for, and commitment to, a 
phenomenology of presence. In fact, it was Husserl's method that helped me 
to suspect the very notion of presence and the fundamental role it has played 
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in aU philosophies. My relationship with Heidegger is much more enigmatic 

and extensive; here my interest was not just methodological but existential. The 

themes of Heidegger's questioning always struck me as necessary—especially 

the "ontological difference," the critique of Platonism and the relationship 

between language and Being. 

Husserl had sought by the me thod of "bracketing" to use his phenomenolog-

ical methodology to establish a type of foundationalism. He sought a pure 

intuit ion of essences, wi thout any presupposi t ions. Ultimately, Husserl con­

cluded that this a t t empt was a failure: "Philosophy as science, as serious, rig­

orous, indeed apodictically rigorous, science—the dream is over."2 This 

acknowledgment by Husserl led Derr ida to pursue further the idea of 

deconstruction, including deconst ruct ing even the phenomeno logy of Hus­

serl himself. 

The idea of deconstruction. What is it that Derrida is a t tempt ing to do in 

deconstruct ion? He is qui te clear about wha t h e is not t rying to do, which he 

feels his critics have unjustly and inaccurately accused h im of doing. He 

insists that he is not contending for any suspens ion of reference, or propos­

ing that there is nothing beyond language. He says: 

Deconstruction is always deeply concerned with the 'other' of language. I 
never cease to be surprised by critics who see my work as a declaration that 
there is nothing beyond language, that we are imprisoned in language; it is, in 
fact, saying the exact opposite. Every week I receive critical commentaries and 
studies on deconstruction which operate on the assumption that what they call 
"post-structuralism" amounts to saying that there is nothing beyond language, 
that we are submerged in words—and other stupidities of that sort. Certainly, 
deconstruction tries to show that the question of reference is much more com­
plex and problematic than traditional theories supposed. It even asks whether 
our term "reference" is entirely adequate for designating the "other." The other, 
which is beyond language and which summons language, is perhaps not a "ref­
erent" in the normal sense which linguists have attached to this term. But to 
distance oneself from the habitual structure of reference, to challenge or com­
plicate our common assumptions about it, does not amount to saying that 
there is nothing beyond language.1 

Similarly, Derrida 's response to a ques t ion about his t r e a tmen t of the sub­

ject indicates his real intention, as contrasted with the incorrect s ta tements 
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