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At mid-century western philosophy of religion appeared to be gasping for
breath. The logical positivists and the positivists of revelation cooperated in
challenging the legitimacy of natural theology and the philosophy of religion. Soon
after mid-century, however, new approaches to philosophy with roots in the early
twentieth century began to flourish leading to renewed interest in the philosophy of
religion. Neo-Thomists and process philosophers breathed new life into
metaphysics, and analytic and existential philosophers opened up new avenues for
philosophical reflection on the meaning and truth of God-talk. These discussions
often reflected an empirical and historical mindedness that was quietly calling into
question the classical foundations of western philosophy and philosophy of
religion. The last quarter of the century has seen the blossoming of this empirical
and historical mindedness leading to an enormous change of climate in
philosophical reflection on religion. This is an era characterized by pluralism in
human experience and diversity in philosophical method. It is an era in which
many of the traditional foundations and methods of philosophical reflection on
religion are being called into question. The Handbook of Contemporary
Philosophy of Religion explores developments in contemporary philosophy of
religion in its many forms. Volume one provides an historical map of twentieth
century western philosophy of religion and serves as an introduction to other
volumes in the Handbook. Among the early volumes will come studies of
contemporary Thomistic, analytic, comparative and process philosophy of religion.
Additional volumes are being planned covering other philosophical approaches and
selected issues. Each volume will introduce the subject in its recent and current
state and provide an analysis in light of contemporary debates and the author's own
position.
Eugene Thomas Long
Editor
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Preface

When Gene Long, editor of Kluwer's Handbook of Contemporary Philosophy of
Religion Series, first invited me to write the volume on Analytic Philosophy of
Religion, I accepted with great enthusiasm. My only explanation for that
enthusiasm now is that I was younger and more naive at the time. Soon after
starting work on the volume, my enthusiasm was dampened by the daunting
magnitude of the task. I began as a sprinter and quickly settled into the pace of a
long-distance runner. Although I considered myself well read in the subject, I soon
discovered that I had a great deal of research to do to be confident that I had
considered all of the major contributions to the various discussions, issues, and
problems found within analytic philosophy of religion. As I read more and more
books and articles, I realized that I had rushed into a territory already well trodden
by the angels. I am greatly impressed by the sophistication and subtlety of
philosophical argument that characterize the different debates in contemporary
analytic philosophy of religion.
This volume covers a vast amount of material. I have endeavored to provide the
fairest possible reading of different authors, and, in cases where I include my own
critical evaluations and develop my own positions, I have endeavored to provide
the strongest possible interpretations of the positions I criticize. I am greatly
indebted to several colleagues who have read different portions of the manuscript
and offered various suggestions and comments. Their influence has made this a
much better book than it would have been otherwise. My gratitude goes to Paul
Davies, Paul Draper, Laura Ekstrom, Antony Flew, Michael Gettings, Steven
Hales, George Harris, William Hasker, Earl McLane, D. Z. Phillips, Philip Quinn,
William Rowe, Charles Taliaferro, Hans von Bauer, and John Whitaker. I am
especially grateful to the advice and support of Gene Long. Of course, I remain
responsible for the final product and whatever mistakes or omissions it contains.
Finally, I must thank my secretary, Debra Wilson, without whose cheerful and able
assistance completing this book while balancing my responsibilities as a
department chair would have been impossible. My greatest fear is that I have
omitted or mis-characterized the work of some important contributor to one of the
many debates taking place within contemporary analytic philosophy of religion.
My greatest hope is that this volume will prove to be valuable to those interested in
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analytic philosophy of religion in helping them to understand the sophistication
and subtlety of those debates and in helping to advance philosophical inquiry.
James Harris
College of William and Mary in Virginia
October, 2001

I. Introduction: The Rise of Analytic Philosophy of
Religion

There is little need to explain or defend the unique status which human language
has occupied and continues to occupy in most fields of human endeavor. Certainly
no other human device or invention has influenced the development of human
civilization more than human language. Language is doubly important for any
intellectual or philosophical pursuits - including, and perhaps especially,
philosophy and the philosophy of religion. Every major investigation into any of
the many areas of the philosophy of religion and everyone of the many disputes
among different schools of thought and different individual thinkers have depended
upon the sophistication and complexity as well as the subtleties and fine details
that human language allows. The same is true, of course, to a greater or lesser
extent, for all philosophical inquiry; however, the use of language to engage in any
intellectual pursuit poses unique and serious questions - both methodological and
substantive.
CONCEPTUAL ANALYSIS AND LINGUISTIC ANALYSIS
Perhaps the most fundamental and significant role that language has in any area
of inquiry is the role that it plays in the process of conceptual analysis - the
analysis and clarification of the fundamental concepts, categories, and distinctions
used in any inquiry. Bracketing and avoiding for the moment any mentalistic or
ontological questions and concerns about the nature or existence of concepts or
ideas, it is unarguable that whatever the nature of such concepts and categories, our
only philosophical access to them is through language - through the names, terms,
words, or sentences in terms of which such concepts are formulated, expressed,
and communicated. Thus, any attempts at conceptual clarity and understanding, as
well as any attempts at understanding and resolving conceptual confusions and
disagreements, depend upon language and linguistic analysis.
Much of twentieth-century analytic philosophy has focused upon linguistic
analysis for the purpose of conceptual analysis. An investigation into the nature
and status of language and the theories of meaning and reference for the words,
phrases, and sentences of which language is composed is directed at a clarification
and better understanding of the "underlying" concepts. The same has also been true
of much of twentieth-century analytic philosophy of religion. Twentieth-century
1
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Anglo-American analytic philosophy is characterized by a central and essential
dependence upon language and linguistic analysis; however, in comparison with
other periods in the history of philosophy, analytic philosophy's concern with
language is best explained as the result of an increase in emphasis upon and
recognition of the importance of language.
LINGUISTIC ANALYSIS AND THE HISTORY OF PHILOSOPHY
Certainly other periods in the history of philosophy and major figures in earlier
periods in the history of philosophy have engaged in linguistic and conceptual
analysis. For example, when Aristotle undertakes what is perhaps the most
important and crucial part of his philosophical inquiry into the nature of substance
(ousia) at the beginning of Book Lambda of his Metaphysics, he engages in what
most contemporary analytic philosophers would recognize as straightforward
linguistic analysis, giving examples of how we talk and how we describe different
events and activities to clarify and drive home the distinction between substance
and predicates. Again, in On Interpretation, Aristotle develops a theory of meaning
for propositions in which he adopts the distinction between a sentence and a
proposition - a distinction that most people associate only with twentieth-century
positivism. A sentence is meaningful not by "natural means," Aristotle says, but by
"convention." And, he continues, "every sentence is not a proposition; only such
are propositions as have in them either truth or falsity. Thus a prayer is a sentence,
but is neither true nor false." (17a)
Similarly, most of the medieval scholastics were continually engaged in
conceptual analysis. As most scholars are well aware, the scholastics were
particularly concerned about language and its importance for any attempt to
describe God or to apply any of the traditional theistic predicates to God. For
example, in his Summa Theologica (l.13.5), Thomas Aquinas goes to great lengths
to develop a theory of analogy to explain how we can meaningfully attribute the
same predicates, such as "good" or "wise," to both men and God. Aquinas pays
careful attention to our use of language, and he uses the distinctions found in
language to clarify the ways in which we use language to talk about humans in
contrast with the ways in which we use language to talk about God. Again, most
contemporary analytic philosophers (while perhaps not agreeing with Aquinas'S
resulting doctrine of divine analogy) would recognize this line of inquiry as simple,
straightforward linguistic and conceptual analysis. Thus, it is easy to demonstrate
how various figures and periods in the history of philosophy and theology have
been concerned with and engaged in conceptual and linguistic analysis.
THE RISE OF LINGUISTIC ANALYSIS
In the twentieth century, the accompanying specific problems of meaning,
reference, proper names, descriptions, meaningfulness, and communication have
all become explicit parts of that general concern. There is no doubt, however, that
for much of the English-speaking world of philosophy, the first half of the
twentieth century saw the concern with problems associated with the
meaningfulness of language and with the clarification of concepts reach an
unprecedented height. The increased emphasis on linguistic and conceptual
analysis is one of those rare instances in the history of philosophy that can be
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clearly and undisputedly traced both to its initial sources and to the continuing
influences that kept linguistic and conceptual analysis at the forefront of the
philosophy of religion for over a half a century. The rise of analytic philosophy
resulted from what Gilbert Ryle has called "The Revolution in Philosophy,,1 and
what Richard Rorty has called "the Linguistic Turn.,,2 The period is what has
become known as "the Age of Analysis.,,3
Although there are many similarities in methodology, interests, emphases, and
results among various philosophers who are commonly regarded as belonging
within the analytic tradition, analytic philosophy is not and has never been
monolithic. There are also widespread and significant differences among analytic
philosophers concerning their methodology, interests, emphases, and results. All in
all, analytic philosophy has been a very heterogenous "movement." Although there
are some common themes, there is also as much variety among analytic
philosophers in their fundamental philosophical commitments and positions as
there has been among idealists or realists or theologians; consequently, it is
misleading to talk about "analytic philosophy" as a single movement in philosophy
without recognizing the significant differences among analytic philosophers. This
variety has very important repercussions for the philosophy of religion - some of
which are more serious and threatening than others. As we shall see, some forms of
analytic philosophy have proven to be very sympathetic to the philosophy of
religion and have actually provided a philosophical mechanism for responding to
other more radical and hostile forms of analytic philosophy. The only way to
understand and appreciate the different ways in which the philosophy of religion
has been impacted by analytic philosophy is to examine some of the most
significant differences among some of the leading figures of what is commonly
called analytic philosophy to see how these differences impacted the philosophy of
religion.
THE LINGUISTIC TREES AND THE PHILOSOPHICAL FOREST
It is a common misunderstanding among the "uninitiated" - among those who

view analytic philosophy unsympathetically from "the outside" - that it is only
concerned with language. Some critics complain that analytic philosophy has
abandoned any semblance or pretext of "doing philosophy" in any traditional sense
by addressing the really important, traditional problems of philosophy that
determine how people live their lives. As we shall see, only in rare instances of
some few individual analytic philosophers is there some modicum of truth in this
accusation. The work of figures within the analytic tradition is representative of the
classic adage about the difference in perspective between seeing the trees and the
forest. Often, the very detailed and sometimes technical work of analytic
philosophers focuses upon specific and individual trees with little or no attention
given to the more general, sweeping, and admittedly more satisfying view of the
forest. However, in nearly every occasion, and certainly in the occasion of the
major figures in the analytic tradition, there is some interest in some philosophical
Gilbert Ryle, The Revolution in Philosophy (London: Macmillan, 1957).
Richard Rorty, The Linguistic Turn (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1967).
3 Morton White, The Age of Analysis (New Yark: Mentor Books, 1955).
1
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problem of larger scope, some aspect of which is approached by, or understood by,
or attacked by, or defended by the analysis of language and concepts. "Doing"
analytic philosophy takes both its name and its method from the sciences in which
analysis is understood as the process of understanding larger problems or
compounds in the world by dividing them into their smaller components. The idea
is to understand the whole by understanding the more manageable parts, and even
in those cases where the whole might be greater than the sum of its parts, such a
claim is recognized and understood only by a careful analysis of the parts. In
general then, analytic philosophy has little sympathy for the approach to
philosophy that is based upon a priori reasoning and that results in general
metaphysical theories that ignore the "dirty work" of careful attention to particular
details.
Generally, with only some possible rare exceptions, the concern among analytic
philosophers with linguistic and conceptual analysis has seldom been regarded as
"an end in itself'; rather, analytic philosophers have used the analysis of language
and concepts to try and "get at" philosophical issues and problems, which, in most
cases, are the same traditional philosophical problems with which philosophers
have been concerned since the time of Thales. It is true that, on the whole, certain
patterns emerge from the works of many analytic philosophers that are generally
unsympathetic to certain approaches to philosophy and to certain kinds of
philosophical theories. Such a pattern is particularly easy to identify in the case of
philosophy of religion. As a result of the influence of analytic philosophy in the
English-speaking philosophical world, philosophy of religion definitely changed its
character from what it had been in the nineteenth century. To understand this
change and how and why it took place, we need to understand a little about the
history of philosophy and how and why analytic philosophy itself developed. 4
ABSOLUTE IDEALISM AND THE RISE OF ANALYTIC PHILOSOPHY
John Stuart Mill, a giant of a philosophical figure in England in the middle of
the nineteenth century, had continued in the tradition of "British empiricism."
However, following his death in 1873, English philosophy was quickly dominated
by Neo-Hegelianism, one of the leading proponents of which was F. H. Bradley at
Oxford. According to Bradley, since the only "real" thing that exists is the
Absolute and everything else is an illusion, what appear to be individual, discrete
objects in the world - for example, my truck and my fishing rods - are really
"internally" and "organically" related into a cosmic whole.

4 There are several detailed treatments of the rise of analytic philosophy and philosophical analysis,
inclnding A. J. Ayer, Philosophy in the Twentieth Century (New York: Vintage Books, 1984); John
Passmore, A Hundred Years of Philosophy (London: Duckworth, 1957); Gilbert Ryle, ibid.; G. J.
Warnock, English Philosophy since 1900 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1958); Morris Weitz,
Twentieth-Century Philosophy: The Analytic Tradition (New York: Macmillan, 1966); and Morton
White, ibid. See also The Revolution in Philosophy, edited by D. F. Pears (New York: Macmillan,
1955), and J. O. Urmson, 'The History of Analysis," La Philosophie analytique (paris: Editions de
Minuit, 1962). Translated and reprinted in Rorty, ibid., pp. 294-301.
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THE DOCTRINE OF INTERNAL RELATIONS
Bradley's speculative monistic and holistic view of things is built upon a theory
of internal relations according to which every genuine characteristic or predicate of
an object is "internal," that is, essential, to the nature of that object. The theory of
internal relations serves as an illustrative example and precursor of the kind of
philosophical inquiry that was to develop with the rise of linguistic analysis. Of
what does the identity of an object consist? What makes one object different from
or similar to another? From all appearances, a fishing rod is a different object from
a pickup truck, but, Bradley claims, that is just so much the worse for appearance.
In his famed major work, Appearance and Reality, Bradley insists that such
appearances are deceiving and that "underneath" and in "reality" everything is one.
The One is spiritual. The One can be known only through reason and not through
sense experience. The problem with our common understanding of the world,
according to Bradley and the other Neo-Hegelians, is that we do not understand
how everything is internally related, and what appear to us to be differences
between different objects are simply the result of our ignorance and our failure to
understand the Absolute. All predicates, characteristics, and relations are defining
of an object according to the doctrine of internal relations; so, for example, not
only what we normally regard as the individual, physical characteristics of an
object but also its location in space and time are all essential parts of what makes
an object what it is. A particularly illuminating metaphor that can be used to
explain the doctrine of internal relations is in the lines from Alfred Lord
Tennyson's poem "Flower in a Crannied Wall," in which the speaker says to the
flower,
Flower in the crannied wall,
I pluck you out of the crannies,
I hold you here, root and all, in my hand,
Little flower - but if I could understand
What you are, root and all, and all in all,
I should know what God and man is.
The suggestion in the poem is that the flower is essentially related to everything
else in the universe - spatially and temporally and causally - to the most distant
stars and to the most ancient times. If one is to understand completely the flower,
then one must understand what is responsible for the flower being the flower, that
is, the flower's connectedness and relatedness to everything else. To understand
one thing is to understand the entire universe because of the organic monism which
makes everything One. Everything is what it is because of its relation to everything
else; so, everything is essentially the same thing - the organic Whole, the Absolute.
So far as the philosophy of religion is concerned, the rise of Neo-Hegelian,
absolute idealism in England and the United States at the end of the nineteenth
century was important for at least two reasons. First, the content or substance of the
theory of absolute idealism provided a philosophical counterbalance to the rise of
science and the accompanying materialism and mechanism that was beginning to
spread across Europe and the United States in the mid-nineteenth century.
Secondly, the completely a priori method and grand, general, sweeping
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metaphysics provided a philosophical counterpoint to the rigorously empirical
method and limited theories of science. Idealism protected the notion that there is a
spiritual aspect to the universe and a "higher" meaning for all existence - which
provided succor for theologians, beleaguered as they were at the end of the
nineteenth century by mechanistic and atheistic accounts of the universe and
human existence.
G. E. MOORE AND EARLY PHILOSOPHICAL ANALYSIS
The two major figures of early analytic philosophy, who reacted against
absolute idealism toward the end of the nineteenth century and who were most
responsible for starting the philosophical shift from absolute idealism to analytic
philosophy, were G. E. Moore and Bertrand Russell. Ironically, both Russell and
Moore, while undergraduates at Cambridge, had originally been under the
influence of McTaggart; however, both Moore and Russell revolted against and
attacked every aspect of absolute idealism. Whereas absolute idealism insisted
upon a spiritual monism based upon internal relations that is known only through
Pure Reason, Moore and Russell defended a pluralistic realism based upon external
relations that is known through common sense. Russell gives Moore the credit for
first arousing him from what may be called his "idealistic slumber."
He [Moore] took the lead in rebellion [against idealism], and I followed with a
sense of emancipation. Bradley argued that everything common sense believes
in is mere appearance; we reverted to the opposite extreme, and thought that
everything is real that common sense, uninfluenced by philosophy or theology,
supposes real. With a sense of escaping from prison, we allowed ourselves to
think that grass is green, that the sun and stars would exist if no one was aware
of them, and also that there is a pluralistic timeless world of Platonic ideas. The
world, which had been thin and logical, suddenly became rich and varied and
solid. s
Moore's attack upon idealism and his defense of realism and common sense was
a prolonged attack spread over several decades. His major contributions include
"The Refutation of Idealism," "A Defence of Common Sense," "Proof of an
External World," and "External and Internal Relations.,,6 Simply the titles of these
articles put them in stark juxtaposition with the basic claims of absolute idealism.
Through this series of articles and in his Principia Ethica, Moore developed the
method of philosophical investigation that was to become known as philosophical
analysis. Moore proceeds by asking what the correct analysis is of the meaning of
5 Bertrand Russell, "My Mental Development," in The Philosophy of Bertrand Russell, edited by
Paul A. Schilpp (New York: Harper and Row, 1944), p. 12.
6 G. E. Moore, "A Refutation of Idealism," Mind, Vo1.12, 1903; "External and Internal Relations,"
Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society, 1919-20; "A Defence of Common Sense," in Contemporary
British Philosophy, Second Series, edited by J. H. Muirhead (London: George Allen and Unwin, 1925);
"Proof of an External World," Proceedings of the British Academy, Vol. 25, 1939. These articles are
reprinted in many locations. "A Refutation of Idealism" and "External and Internal Relations" are
included in Moore's Philosophical Studies (Totowa, N.J.: Little, Adams, and Co., 1922). "A Refutation
of Idealism," "A Defence of Common Sense," and "Proof of the External World" are in Contemporary
and Analytic Linguistic Philosophies, edited by E. D. Klemke (New York: Prometheus Books, 1983).
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certain propositions? In his Principia Ethica, 8 for example, he develops a moral
theory by analyzing the moral predicates "good" and "bad" to carefully identify the
conditions for the situations and propositions in which we would normally use one
rather than the other. The actual substance of Moore's ethical theory in Principia
Ethica - his intuitionism, his treatment of moral good as a simple, unanalyzable
predicate, and his famed "naturalistic fallacy" - is not important here. However,
his philosophical method of careful analysis of predicates and propositions was
soon to sweep the English-speaking philosophical world.
In his earliest and most influential attack on idealism, "The Refutation of
Idealism, " he undermines the idealistic claim that reality is spiritual by analyzing
the meaning of the basic claim, "Esse is percipi." Moore argues that the idealistic
argument that reality is spiritual cannot be proven since "Esse is percipi" is, in any
sense not trivially tautological, either simply false or self-contradictory.9 There are
many detailed and subtle points to Moore's analysis of the meaning of "Esse is
percipi," but one of the most telling is his insistence upon a difference between an
experience (or act of consciousness) and the object of that act of consciousness.
The two are not, as the idealists had claimed, an inseparable "organic unity." For
example, since blue and the sensation of blue are different things, then anyone who
claims that to be blue is identical to being an act of consciousness of blue makes a
self-contradictory mistake.1O Although the debate between those defending
idealism and those defending the new philosophical analysis was to go on for many
years, Moore's attacks against idealism in "Refutation of Idealism" and "External
and Internal Relations" represent a watershed after which the tide began to turn in
the world of English-speaking philosophers in favor of what we now call analytic
philosophy.
BERTRAND RUSSELL AND EARLY PHILOSOPIDCAL ANALYSIS
Although Moore might have been the leading figure in the early development of
philosophical analysis at the turn of the twentieth century, Bertrand Russell
undoubtedly has proven to be the most influential figure of the earliest period of
analytic philosophy. Russell joined Moore in his defense of realism and common
sense, but Russell had come to philosophy through mathematics. Many of his early
writings are mathematical and very technical in nature, and access to them often
requires learning certain logical and mathematical notational schemes. I will here
simply sketch the broadest implications of his work for the philosophy of religion.
Philosophers drawn to linguistic analysis as a method of philosophical inquiry
still have disagreed strongly among themselves concerning the particular kind of
language that is important to analyze or investigate. In other words, linguistic
philosophers have had significant disagreements about exactly what "language" is,
and resolving this matter has proven to be extremely difficult. If linguistic analysis
is supposed to be a tool for philosophical inquiry, then, we might say, much time
and effort have been spent simply on designing and describing the tool itself. The
work of the early Russell, as well as his later work in logical atomism, places
Particularly illustrative is Part IV of "A Defence of Common Sense," in Klemke, ibid., pp. 178ff.
G. E. Moore, Principia Ethica (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1903).
9 See Moore, 'The Refutation of Idealism," in Moore, ibid., pp. 5ff., and in Klemke, ibid., pp. 123ff.
10 Moore, ibid., p. 18, Klemke, ibid., p. 130.
7
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Russell in the group of philosophers for whom the proper kind of language for use
in philosophical inquiry is the logical language of an artificially constructed,
formal, deductive system. Russell's most monumental work, and arguably one of
the most influential works of twentieth-century philosophy, is the massive, threevolume Principia Mathematica, which he co-authored with Alfred North
Whitehead, his former math tutor at Trinity College, Cambridge. ll
Taking variables to range over classes and using the logical connectives of class
inclusion and class membership, Russell and Whitehead constructed a formal,
deductive system within which they formally reduced mathematics to logic. By
doing so, Russell saw himself as extending the careful rigor and precision of
mathematics into areas of inquiry that had been characterized by philosophical
vagueness and speculative thought. He believed that Principia Mathematica
represented a formal refutation of Kant's treatment of mathematics and his use of
the synthetic a priori. 12 By defining cardinal and ordinal numbers and arithmetic
operations in terms of logical axioms and connectives, Russell and Whitehead
"demystified" mathematics and moved it from the realm of speculative
metaphysics to the realm of straightforward logic.
MATHEMATICS AND GOD
Many people have failed to recognize these broader and more general
implications of Russell's work in mathematics and particularly Russell and
Whitehead's work in Principia Mathematica because they become either too
absorbed in or too deterred by the technical and mathematical details of the work.
Russell's theory of descriptions and Russell and Whitehead's reduction of
mathematics to logic are classic examples of the importance of keeping both the
detailed, individual perspective of the linguistic trees and the more general
perspective of the larger philosophical forest. In a very broad sense, many of the
epistemological differences between rationalists and empiricists in the history of
philosophy have arisen from the different ways in which they have treated
mathematics and mathematical knowledge. From the point of view of the
rationalists, empiricism cannot account for the necessity of mathematics by any
appeal to empirical, a posteriori reasoning. From the point of view of empiricism,
rationalism can only account for the necessity of mathematics by suspect intuition
or a priori reasoning. Russell thought that the Hegelian version of mathematics incorporated into his dialectic and adopted by Bradley and McTaggart - was just a
bunch of "muddled-headed nonsense.,,13 Russell saw in his own work the
opportunity to rescue mathematics from the "metaphysical muddles,,14 infused into
it by the rationalists, particularly by Hegel and his followers, and to provide an
accounting for mathematics completely upon empiricist grounds. Russell says,

II Alfred North Whitehead and Bertrand Russell, Principia Mathematica (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1910-13). Second edition, 1923-27.
12 Bertrand Russell, "My Mental Development," in Schilpp, ibid.
13 Ibid., p. 11.
14 Bertrand Russell, A History of Western Philosophy (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1945), p.
829.
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One result of the work we have been considering is to dethrone mathematics
from the lofty place which it has occupied since Pythagoras and Plato, and to
destroy the presumption against empiricism which has been derived from it.
Mathematical knowledge, it is true, is not obtained by induction from
experience .... In this sense, mathematical knowledge is still not empirical. But
it is also not a priori knowledge about the world. It is, in fact, merely verbal
knowledge .... Thus mathematical knowledge ceases to be mysterious. 15
Even given the difficulties which were to be raised about Principia Matematica,
including Russell's own paradox and "Godel's Proof' of the incompleteness or
inconsistency of any logical system "rich" enough for the reduction of
mathematics, Russell and Whitehead still provided a major boost for empiricism by
developing a new avenue for accounting for the necessity of mathematics.
Indirectly, or perhaps even directly, this boost for the new empiricism was
important because it undermined rationalism and speculative metaphysics that
included, for many philosophers at the time, religion and theology. The close of the
nineteenth century was no different from many other periods in the history of
philosophy in that mathematics and God were thought to stand or fall on the same
a priori grounds. Principia Mathematica promised a new avenue for approaching
such issues.
RUSSELL'S THEORY OF DESCRIPTIONS
In a similar vein, Russell's famed theory of descriptions continued the push
toward a rigorous empiricism. Although at frrst glance Russell's theory of
descriptions is only a theory about language and how and when words refer, there
are other larger and very important philosophical issues at stake. At the turn of the
century, Meinong and his followers (which included Russell at one time)
postulated an ontologically rich world of different kinds of entities that were
thought to "subsist" to deal with the problem of determining how it is that we are
able to talk about things that do not exist. Even to say that the Absolute does not
exist, or that God does not exist, or that the golden mountain does not exist seems
to require that the Absolute, God, and the golden mountain "exist" in some fashion
in order for us to be able to even talk about those things. After all, if we say, "The
Absolute does not exist," on the one hand and, "The golden mountain does not
exist," on the other, then we are saying that two different "things" do not exist, are
we not? Russell's theory of descriptions is based upon a process of "expanding" or
"unpacking" proper names or descriptions into complex descriptions that exposes
and makes explicit the hidden assumptions concerning what exists in the universe.
If the assumption of existence is not met, then, Russell says, the original
proposition is false. To use Russell's famous example, if one says, "The present
king of France is bald," when there is not a present king of France, then we
apparently must face the problem of having to admit that there is something that
we are talking about when we say that it is bald even if there is no present king of
France. Russell's way of handling this problem is to analyze the original
proposition as meaning, "There exists an x, such that x is currently the King of
15

Ibid., pp. 831-32.
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France, and x is bald, and given any y if Y is currently the King of France and is
bald, then x is identical to y." Paraphrased, this means that there exists one and
only one thing such that that thing is the present king of France and is bald.
Russell's theory of descriptions provides a way of analyzing propositions and
accounting for the reference or the failure of reference of their subject terms
without the need of postulating or inferring the existence of objects that exist in
some fashion that is different from the way in which ordinary physical objects
exist. Russell's oft-repeated aphorism, "Replace inferred entities with constructed
entities," represented the re-introduction of the Law of Parsimony or Ockham's
Razor into contemporary philosophy. There is no need to resort to ontological
extremes, Russell would say, when we can account for such propositions simply by
analyzing them into their implicit meanings.
Russell's theory of descriptions represents another major step in the rise of the
"new" empiricism and philosophical analysis. His theory of descriptions has been
used to analyze general metaphysical statements, including theological statements,
with the result that sweeping and "muddle-headed" claims of existence have given
way to careful, detailed analyses of meaning that are ontologically stingy. The
resurgence of the importance of Ockham's Razor and its incorporation into
theories of ontology created a climate that was decidedly unfriendly toward the
kind of metaphysics that supported theism. Neither Russell nor Moore was ever
opposed in principle to all kinds of metaphysics. In fact, both, at different times in
their careers, indicated that a general description of the entire universe in
metaphysical terms was a legitimate philosophical enterprise. However, they both
recognized a distinction between the completely speculative and dogmatic
metaphysics of absolute idealism, which went against both human experience and
common sense, and the sort of metaphysics that explains human experience and
that is supported by common sense and experience. Although Moore never
attempted to develop such a metaphysical theory, Russell did with his theory of
logical atomism that he regarded as a logically rigorous metaphysics based upon
the necessity of mathematics and logic.
AMERICAN PRAGMATISM
Although Charles Sanders Peirce should be credited with originating the
fundamental tenets of American pragmatism, many of his writings were published
only posthumously, and the ones that were published during his lifetime were not
known widely. Certainly William James is responsible for popularizing
pragmatism and creating of pragmatism what is arguably the only uniquely
American philosophical "movement." Largely as a result of James's influence,
pragmatism supplanted idealism as the dominant form of philosophy in America
following the beginning of the twentieth century. The pragmatism that James
developed from Peirce represents a return to empiricism and a particular form of
"practical empiricism." I will focus here upon James's use of philosophical
analysis to attack idealism since his role in the United States in attacking idealism
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and supporting empiricism and realism was analogous to the roles of Moore and
Russell in England. 16
WILLIAM JAMES AND THE ATTACK UPON IDEALISM
James became a major figure in philosophy when his Lowell lectures from 1906
were published under the title of Pragmatism a year later. Perhaps because of both
the prominence of Pragmatism and the controversy that it generated, James was
invited to deliver the Hibbert Lectures at Oxford University in 1908. James had
already published several articles attacking idealism, but his most concentrated and
sustained attack came in these Hibbert Lectures when he visited England. 17 The
original title of the lectures was "The Present Situation in Philosophy"; however,
James's title for the published version of the lectures, A Pluralistic Universe,
reveals how deeply anti-idealistic the lectures were. James is clear from the outset
that he intends to defend a revised form of empiricism that "explains wholes by
parts" instead of "parts by wholes,,18 - a method that clearly parallels the general
approach that characterizes analytic philosophy. Informally, in a letter to his
brother Henry, James revealed more of his "flashy" style by declaring that he
intended to take "the scalp of the Absolute" and put the "wretched clerical
defenders" of the Absolute on the defensive in his lectures. 19
In James's arguments against idealism in A Pluralistic Universe, we get both an
understanding of the method of philosophical analysis and an understanding of the
important stake that traditional theism had in defending idealism. What is
important in philosophy, James claims, is not simply the truth of the particular
claim or theory that is advanced but the reasons and the arguments that are
advanced in support of the claim or theory and upon which the claim or theory is
based. Rigorous philosophical argumentation, not supposition or speculation or
revelation or guesswork, is what should distinguish the claims of the philosopher. 20
In his attack upon idealism, he relies upon linguistic analysis in a manner that is
as straightforward as anything found in the early Moore or Russell. For example,
James responds to a supposed reductio ad absurdum against pluralistic empiricism
with a detailed analysis of the language used in the argument. The objection is that
if there are many different finite objects, as pluralistic empiricism claims, that exist
separate and independent of one another, then how can we ever explain how one
finite object acts upon another? This is exactly the problem Hume raised about his
own brand of pluralistic empiricism. The idealistic answer to this problem is to say
that if the many different distinct finite objects are not regarded as really distinct
from one another but simply as all joined into a single Whole, then interaction
16 Some would maintain that James's radical empiricism was closer to phenomenology than it was to
traditional British empiricism. In what follows, I emphasize James's commitment to linguistic analysis
and his attack upon absolute idealism rather than his own brand of empiricism as important in preparing
the way for twentieth-century analytic philosophy.
17 The 1908 Hibbert Lectures at Oxford University were published as A Pluralistic Universe:
Hibbert Lectures at Manchester College on the Present Situation in Philosophy (London: Longmans,
Green, and Co., 1909).
18 Ibid., pp. 7-8.
19 See The Letters of William James, edited by Henry James (Boston: little, Brown, and Co., 1926),
Volume 2, p. 303.
20 James, A Pluralistic Universe, pp. 13-14.
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between the different individual things does not have to be understood as being
"transferred" from one finite thing to another but simply as an "internal" operation
of the monistic One?! James's response to this objection is to claim that the idealist
has put forth a "purely verbal" argument. By analyzing the meanings of the words
in the argument, for example, "distinct," "separate," and 'joined," James claims
that the difficult metaphysical problem of interaction is simply a matter of a verbal
disagreement between the pluralist and the monist. 22
James's lectures in Oxford in 1908 and the publication of "The Thing and Its
Relations" in 1905 added the voice of one of the most prominent American
philosophers to the grounds well against idealism that had begun with Moore and
Russell. 23 At the beginning of the twentieth century, the philosophical landscape
was changing from one dominated by idealism and rationalistic a priori reasoning
to one dominated by empiricism and conceptual and linguistic analysis. At the
same time, the change also was from a general philosophical climate that was
friendly toward traditional theism in terms of methodology and, in some cases,
substantive content to one that was hostile toward it methodologically and
substanti vely.
Although James was very sympathetic toward what we might call "the religious
sentiment," he offered very little support for traditional theism or the approach to
the philosophy of religion that we would now call natural theology. He was
particularly opposed to the traditional arguments for the existence of God and to
rationales that provided for the traditional metaphysical attributes of the deity.z4
His Varieties of Religious Experience emphasizes the vast cultural diversity of
religious experiences found among different peoples of different cultures of the
world without offering any grounds for pre-eminence of or even preference for
traditional theism, and his pragmatism causes him to be more interested in the
"cash-value" of a religious belief than in its metaphysical truth.
THE VIENNA CIRCLE AND LOGICAL POSITIVISM
There is little doubt that the movement in twentieth century philosophy known
as logical positivism (or, less frequently, "empirical positivism") has had more
influence upon twentieth-century Anglo-American philosophy of religion than any
other single philosophical development. Logical positivism originated with the
group of philosophers, scientists, and mathematicians who formed themselves into
the famed Vienna Circle at the University of Vienna in the early 1920s. Led by
such notable figures in philosophy as Moritz Schlick, Rudolf Carnap, Herbert
Feigl, Friedrick Waismann, and others, the positivists were initially prompted by
their concerns over what they considered to be the then current deplorable state of
Ibid., pp. 54-57.
Ibid., p. 57-60. This is an argument that follows directly from James's treatment of monism and
pluralism in his Pragmatism (Indianapolis, Ind.: Hackett, 1907), pp. 61ff.
23 Although one may argue that James himself still harbored some sympathy with religious belief,
James was no defender of traditional theism or organized religion. He rejected the traditional arguments
for the existence of God, theology, and religious institutions, and, true to his radical empiricism, he
insisted upon the philosophical significance of different religious experiences, which, of course, come
in many different varieties. His influential Varieties of Religious Experience is discussed in Chapter IX.
24 See William James, The Varieties of Religion Experience (New York: New American Library,
1958), pp. 329-31.
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