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Colin Brown's Christianity Western Thought, Volume 1: From the Ancient World to the Age of
Enlightenment was widely embraced as a text in philosophy and theology courses around the
world. His project was continued with the same spirit, energy and design by Steve Wilkens and
Alan Padgett in volume 2, which explores the main intellectual streams of the nineteenth
century.This, the third and final volume, also by Wilkens and Padgett, examines philosophers,
ideas and movements in the twentieth century and how they have influenced Christian thought.
Students, pastors and thoughtful Christians will benefit from this volume which, when
combined with the previous two, completes an authoritative history of Western thought since
the birth of Christianity.
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of the great philosophers of the twentieth century. What did these women and men believe, and



how does their thought engage the Christian worldview? What are the implications of these
philosophies for the ongoing task of church mission, worship and scholarship? We hope this
volume meets the needs of students, pastors and general readers for a narrative introduction
to the fascinating developments in Western philosophy in the twentieth century. We make no
pretensions to neutrality, but come to twentieth-century philosophy as disciples of Christ
Jesus.Western culture in the nineteenth century went through many changes and upheavals,
but nothing compared to our own time. We now look back to the nineteenth century as an era
of relative stability and progress, when many people believed in reason, science and the
inevitable triumph of the human spirit. The machine age and industrialization gave people hope
in the future. Great systems of thought arose to give shape to this optimism. Philosophers such
as Nietzsche and Schopenhauer, generally pessimistic concerning the human race, were
swimming against the stream in their own day. Today many thinkers look back on them as
prophets.Two major events changed the character of Western culture forever, shattering both
intellectual systems and general optimism: World War I and World War II. These long and
bloody battles, in which the new technologies brought massive death and destruction,
profoundly shaped twentieth-century Western culture. In fact, both the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries were inaugurated by war: the nineteenth century, with its relative stability in Europe,
began with the defeat of Napoleon and redrawing of European boundaries at the Congress of
Vienna (1814-1815). Culturally, the nineteenth century continued with its stability and belief in
reason and progress until the outbreak of World War I (1914). The struggles and sufferings of
the “war to end all wars” created the cultural crisis that shattered the complacency of the West,
ushering in the twentieth century.Loss of Faith in Science, Self and SocietyNo unified, coherent
account of the West’s response to the two world wars, and the immense changes they
wrought, will ever be fully satisfactory. There is a dizzying array of responses and denials to be
found in twentieth-century art, literature, philosophy and religion. Much of this response occurs
not only in reply to the devastation of war, economic depression, neocolonialism and
revolution, but also to a crisis of reason. The Enlightenment held to the power of reason and
believed in progress based on human rationality and science. However, world war unforgettably
demonstrated the inherent evil possible even in the most technological and “rational” society.
Reason, science and technology were revealed to have a dark side, or at best, to be morally
neutral: they can be used to help alleviate suffering or, in the wrong hands, to greatly increase
human suffering and oppression. The atomic bomb stands as the most potent symbol of the
destructive power of new technology. So the moral ambiguity—some would say the moral
bankruptcy—of science and reason created a cultural crisis. The history of Western thought in
the twentieth century is a history of response to this crisis.Along with a loss of faith in reason
and science, the twentieth century has witnessed a loss of faith in the human self (or
consciousness) and in society as a whole. The Enlightenment view of the self was grounded in
confidence in reason and morality. It was thought that human consciousness (especially the
power to reason and moral responsibility) gave people an obvious superiority to animals and
the natural world: rational men (and later, women) can band together to create the good
society, based upon democracy, rational political structures, technology and rational moral
behavior. Examples of such confidence in humanity are found in Locke’s political philosophy,
Hegelian idealism and the utilitarianism of John Stuart Mill.World war and devastation—
ironically begun by just such rational, technological societies—destroyed much of Western
confidence in humanity and society. They undermined faith in human consciousness and
morality. Are we really any better than the beasts? Less certain, too, was any confidence in
human society as a place of progress, peace and understanding. Aren’t the nations destroying



themselves with ever more devastating skill? As usual, the artists grasped and expressed this
loss of faith before philosophers and theologians. The brilliant poem “The Waste Land” is an
outstanding example of just the crisis we are describing. Written by T. S. Eliot in 1922, it helped
set the agenda for twentieth-century English-language poetry. In the first part of the poem,
“The Burial of the Dead,” Eliot’s description of London’s financial district (the City) echoes
Dante’s first glimpses beyond the gates of Hell in the Inferno:Unreal City,Under the brown fog
of a winter dawn,A crowd flowed over London Bridge, so many,I had not thought death had
undone so many. Sighs, short and infrequent, were exhaled,and each man fixed his eyes
before his feet.1Eliot was for many years a professional, working in London; these lines depict
work and society, the City, as unreal and as a place of death. In an earlier poem, “Preludes,”
Eliot reflects upon the transitory, scattered nature of the human self that inhabits this
society:You tossed a blanket from the bed,You lay upon your back and waited;You dozed, and
watched the night revealing The thousand sordid imagesOf which your soul was
constituted;They flickered against the ceiling.2The soul is reduced to a mere flickering of
images, sordid and dirty, a reflection of the modern city’s harsh and impermanent
landscape.Eliot is hardly the only poet or artist to describe this modern angst. The Irish poet W.
B. Yeats begins “The Second Coming” (1921) with this unsettling vision:Turning and turning in
the widening gyreThe falcon cannot hear the falconer;Things fall apart; the center cannot
hold;Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world,The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and
everywhereThe ceremony of innocence is drowned;The best lack all conviction, while the
worstAre full of passionate intensity.3The falcon has lost all connection with the falconer—
nothing remains to control its flight. The universe has no center, no order. Things fall apart, and
anarchy is loosed upon the world. The story of philosophy in the twentieth century is a narrative
of Western culture responding to, or articulating, this same sense of anarchy.The Story of
Philosophy in the Twentieth CenturyIt is always difficult to write about our own century, even
when it is over. We lack distance and historical perspective. Only the passage of time allows
people to reflect upon the past, to discover the essential ingredients of culture, to gain insight
into the why and how of events. With the passage of time comes the wisdom to distinguish the
really important from the merely interesting. Still, the longest journey begins with the first step.
We must do our best to understand our own century, sure in knowledge that other, later
scholars will correct our myopia.Our story begins in central Europe, in German-speaking
intellectual circles. In response to the challenge of Kant, Hegel and idealism, several thinkers
began to insist that philosophy must return to its scientific foundations. The most important of
these turn-of-the-century philosophers was Gottlob Frege (1848-1925). All of his highly
technical publications are in the area of logic and mathematics. Although his work received
almost no recognition in his lifetime, he contributed to our story through those he
influenced.Frege is the first philosopher of our century to make the “linguistic turn,” that is, to
argue that (1) philosophy can only proceed by a careful analysis of the symbols used in
expressing propositions, and (2) that the meaning of a symbol (or word) is its use in a formula
(or sentence). Mathematics, Frege argued, is not based upon the inner psychology of the mind,
but on external considerations of the symbol system of language. He influenced two
philosophers whose works helped establish the two streams of Western philosophy in our
century: Bertrand Russell in analytic philosophy, and Edmund Husserl in phenomenology.
These men in turn influenced two philosophers who stand at the center of our story. Both Frege
and Russell influenced Ludwig Wittgenstein, while Husserl had a major impact on Martin
Heidegger. With Heidegger and Wittgenstein we reach philosophers whose work is arguably
the most influential in our century. The two streams in which they stand are the two schools or



movements into which Western philosophy is typically divided: the analytic and continental
approaches.Early in the century, analytic philosophers Bertrand Russell and G. E. Moore in
Cambridge rejected the idealism then popular in British philosophy. Russell began his career in
the philosophy of mathematics and logic, and it is due to him that Frege’s work became well-
known. With Moore, he established a new manner of proceeding in philosophy, which focused
on the careful analysis of the sentences in which philosophers expressed their ideas in order to
expose the underlying logic of what was being said. Frege, Russell and Wittgenstein (at this
early point in his career) all agreed that the ambiguities of language had led traditional
philosophy into logical blunders and pseudoproblems. Only careful, exacting, logical analysis
could possibly help philosophy out of the blind alley of ordinary language.A similar school of
thought was growing in Austria, known as the Vienna Circle. The work of these German-
speaking thinkers was brought to the English-speaking world by A. J. Ayer in a widely influential
tract, Language, Truth and Logic (1936). These logical positivists, as they became known, also
held that a careful, logical analysis of language was the only way forward in philosophy. In
addition, they insisted that the meaning of a proposition is only found in its method of empirical
verification. They were, like Hume, empiricists in their epistemology and skeptical of any
positive claims to metaphysical knowledge.The style of philosophy at Cambridge and Vienna,
which we now call analytic, dominated philosophy in the English-speaking world for much of
our century. Traditional metaphysics was almost wholly forsaken, while logic, philosophy of
mathematics and philosophy of science were the new dominant concerns. Idealism, once so
influential, had been swept from the field. The other major philosophical movement in our
century is continental, which begins with phenomenology. These terms, methods and ideas will
be covered more fully in the rest of our book.The continental tradition in the twentieth century
tends to circle around Husserl’s student Martin Heidegger. Heidegger’s early work examined
consciousness, as Husserl did, with a special focus on human Being that is conscious. In his
central work, Being and Time (1927), he argued that knowledge of reality must begin with an
investigation of the knower, that is, of human Being (Dasein in German, roughly meaning
human existence in the world). Heidegger was also concerned with meaning, but focused on
the meaning of human Being and of the world we live in, rather than simply the meaning of
words. Yet Being and Time is pregnant with important insights for hermeneutics. He argued
that traditional metaphysics had to be overcome, in order to clear the way for Being to speak. In
his later thought, Heidegger focused more explicitly on language, and his work had a profound
effect upon the philosophy of language and hermeneutics. The turn to human Being as the
ground of knowledge (as opposed to the stable Cartesian ego), alongside the general concern
with the loss of center and loss of self during and after World War I, helped spark the rise of
existentialism.Existentialism was more of an attitude or trend than a specific style or method of
philosophy. Building upon the work of Heidegger and other philosophers, existentialists
investigated the meaning of human existence. They held (for the most part) that existence and
freedom were basic. Human Being cannot be reduced to an object for empirical, scientific
inquiry. They rejected the quest for scientific foundations in philosophy and for a rational basis
for ethics. Each individual is unique and faces unique situations: only she can discover, for
herself, what authentic existence means for her. We cannot be dictated to by structures,
institutions or religions. To rely upon such external authorities for the meaning of our lives is
“bad faith.” Existentialism had a tremendous impact on Western culture, and we will look in
some detail at its influence on Christian theology. The influence of existentialism extended
beyond philosophy proper, to include the fine arts, literature and psychology as well as
theology.Existentialism represents a general reaction against reason, science and logical



analysis. Following Heidegger, thinkers of this type rejected the pretensions of traditional
metaphysics. No universal, scientific, rationalist approach to life can possibly be authentic or
address my deepest personal (i.e., existential) needs. This general rejection of Enlightenment
rationalism continues to the end of the century and expands to other movements.Alongside
Heidegger a key philosopher of the age was Ludwig Wittgenstein. Through arduous analysis
and reflection upon his own earlier work, Wittgenstein changed completely the character of his
philosophy and, with it, the analytic tradition. In his later work, Wittgenstein withdrew his belief
in abstract propositions and pure logic as the basis of truth. Instead, he turned to an analysis of
language that focused on the use of sentences in actual life. The notion of an ideal, logically
pure language—such that mathematics purports to be—is an illusion. Meaning comes from
use by a speaking community, in the actions of real life. We must pay attention to the way
words are actually used in various contexts, in what he called “language games.” By ignoring
how language is grounded in many forms of life, philosophers have committed numerous
errors. The goal of the philosophy therefore becomes therapeutic, rather than cognitive: we
help thinkers overcome the errors that language has led them into. This behavioral, communal
approach to meaning was just as detrimental to traditional metaphysics as logical positivism
had been. It also served to undermine the logical program of Russell and Frege, and their more
abstract, propositional notions of meaning and truth. Wittgenstein moved much closer to a kind
of pragmatism in the philosophy of language.Along with the work of the later Wittgenstein, the
philosophy of W. V. Quine and other logical pragmatists effectively undermined the confident
faith in logical analysis characteristic of early analytic philosophies. This loss of confidence
reaches its acme in the work of the popular American pragmatist Richard Rorty. Rorty insists
that the history of Western philosophy is a dead end, a quest for objective truth that is doomed
to failure. Enlightenment faith in reason must be rejected for the “bad faith” it was, and a
pluralistic, relativistic and pragmatic approach to truth and meaning must take its place. Rorty
is the parade example of postmodern analytic philosophy.Recent French philosophy provides
another example of postmodernity. The work of Michel Foucault and Jacques Derrida,
sometimes described as “poststructuralist,” exerts a powerful hold over Western intellectuals,
especially in the humanities and human sciences. Foucault and Derrida were both influenced
by French structuralism, but ended up rejecting and radically undermining the structuralist
claim to a universal science of language, self and society. Foucault was primarily a social
philosopher and historian. Like Wittgenstein and the logical pragmatists, he insists on the
social and cultural foundations of all sciences, worldviews and philosophies. Furthermore,
following the influence of Marx and Nietzsche, Foucault sees the hand of power and class
behind the domination of a scientific program, a philosophy or a worldview. Humans construct
such meaning systems for the purpose of social organization, and they must be understood in
their social and historical contexts. Such a historicist approach calls into question any notion of
“truth” for science, philosophy or theology.Like Foucault, Derrida learned the questions and
concerns of his teachers only to radically undermine their results. Derrida’s work in philosophy
focuses on language. He emphasizes the great distance that he finds between language and
Being or “presence.” Derrida finds Being to be under “erasure” in the text, and the author to be
dead—any appeal to some inner authorial intention as a norm for meaning is futile. Rather,
texts are a fabric of the traces of Being, referring to an endless play of possible meanings. Thus
meaning is endlessly deferred, and differánce (as we will see) becomes the leitmotif of
Derrida’s philosophy.Clearly, the story of Western philosophy in the twentieth century is a story
of great change. The century began with the attempt to ground philosophy in reason and
create a scientific approach to philosophical issues. However, much popular and intellectual



culture abandoned faith in the power of reason and science to discover certain truth about
reality or to establish human control over it. In both the analytic and the phenomenological
traditions, philosophers undermined the rationalism of earlier founders. By the end of the
century postmodern philosophies, with their emphasis on the social construction of reality and
the relativity of all claims to truth and meaning, dominated many academic disciplines. It does
seem as if indeed the center did not hold.Continental vs. Analytic?This brief sketch of twentieth-
century philosophy is a simplification. It is also possible, again as a help for the beginner, to
create a scheme or typology by which the different movements and thinkers can be compared
and contrasted. The most common such classification is between philosophers in the
continental tradition and those in the analytic tradition: many surveys of philosophy group
thinkers into either Anglo-American or continental categories. While we agree with the basic
idea of this division (which in reality is based upon content rather than geography) the names
are unfortunate. Many so-called continental thinkers can be found in Great Britain and North
America; likewise, Anglo-American philosophy actually originates on the continent and still has
important representatives in German-speaking countries. So the major problem with these
names is that they give a false impression of geographical division where none in fact exists.
We prefer the name “analytic” for the socalled Anglo-American school. The continental
approach is more difficult to name with a nongeographical term, since so many views are
represented. We are forced to keep this name for such schools as phenomenology,
hermeneutics, structuralism, Marxism, critical theory and post-structuralism. In any case, it is
the standard term which students of Western thought will encounter, so we will use it as
well.As our brief story indicates, analytic philosophies represent movements of thought
concerned with exact reasoning, especially science, mathematics and logic. There is a
tendency in this type of philosophy to respond to the loss of confidence in reason and science.
It is no accident that the “grandfather” of analytic philosophy is also the father of modern logic:
Frege. Analytic philosophies include such movements as logical positivism, linguistic analysis
and logical pragmatism.What are normally called continental philosophies center on concerns
that Hegel raised in his Phenomenology of Spirit. It includes the issues of human
consciousness, reason, society, culture and the nature of the reality we inhabit. Thinkers of this
type are the heirs (and critics) of Kant and Hegel, without whom their works can scarcely be
understood. The concerns of logic, truth, natural science and the clarification of concepts take
a definite second place to human consciousness or human Being, with its roots in society and
the world. The most influential of the continental thinkers in our century has been Martin
Heidegger. While both schools discuss language, and it is common to speak of a “linguistic
turn” in philosophy during our century, this rubric nevertheless can mask fundamental
differences. We will discuss these movements more fully in chapters to come.Theology in the
Twentieth CenturyWhat impact has philosophy made upon theology in the twentieth century?
This is a vital question which for the most part we have been forced to ignore in this book. The
main theological parts concern the development of dialectical theology and Thomism, which
we do cover to some degree. A full and complete analysis of twentieth-century theology is
beyond the scope of this third volume. Thinkers such as Karl Barth or Karl Rahner, therefore,
will be introduced to the extent that they respond to the major issues in twentieth-century
Western thought and in some ways shape the discussion. No attempt at a survey of theology is
made for our brief introduction. That does not mean the present writers think that theology is
unimportant. On the contrary, it is a sign of the importance we attach to theology that we insist
it have its own, fuller analysis—an analysis beyond the scope of the present work.41.
SCIENCE, PHILOSOPHY AND THE DEMISE OF IDEALISMFollowing the work of Kant, the



philosophy of idealism dominated the intellectual world of the nineteenth century. In the shift
from the nineteenth to the twentieth century, however, this dominance began to slip. Students
of Western culture usually attribute this to the culture shock of World War I and the Great
Depression. This is no doubt correct, in terms of popular culture. The worldview of idealism
could not survive the grim realities of such violence and suffering. However, the intellectual
roots of the demise of idealism can be found in the soil of the nineteenth century. In this
chapter we will examine some philosophers whose work helped bring an end to the dominance
of idealism in the West.The story begins at the end of the nineteenth century with the work of
several scholars who are the springs from which the torrent of anti-idealism eventually flowed.
All of these men were trained in the nineteenth century, but became important and influential
voices for twentieth-century philosophy. All of them wished to reclaim the “scientific” character
of philosophy, hearkening back to the philosophical ideals of the Enlightenment, and to
interpret the sciences from a philosophical perspective. Yet their understanding of the scientific
character of philosophical work was quite distinct from their Enlightenment forbears.The first of
these thinkers is Charles S. Peirce, whose work in logic and epistemology formed the
foundation of American pragmatism, logic and semiotics (the study of signs and symbols).
Peirce’s work has already been canvassed in volume two of this series, and need not be
revisited here. We should note, however, that he very much wanted philosophy to model the
methods of the natural sciences, and his work formed one of the sources of the anti-idealist
tendencies at the turn of the century. Peirce, who died in 1914, was especially influential in
America. Two philosophers from the other side of the Atlantic, Bertrand Russell and G. E.
Moore, will be the subject of our next chapter. Unlike the three Anglo-Americans (Peirce,
Russell and Moore) the three thinkers we shall now cover all hail from Europe. They are
Gottlob Frege (1848-1925), Edmund Husserl (1859-1938) and Henri Bergson
(1859-1941).Frege is the founder of modern logic and the grandparent of contemporary
analytic philosophy. Husserl, who was influenced by Frege, is the founder of phenomenology,
which later led to existentialism and the dominant philosophical schools on the continent.
Bergson was considered by many to be the greatest philosopher of his day, and he is the first
major voice in process philosophy in the twentieth century. His understanding of the
relationship between science and philosophy also influenced French existentialism. The work
of these men, then, provides the origins of philosophy in the twentieth century and gives shape
to the general rejection of idealism that took place as the nineteenth century gave way to the
twentieth.FregeIt would be difficult to overestimate the importance of Gottlob Frege for
philosophy in the twentieth century.1 Frege’s work is of central importance in logic, philosophy
of mathematics and the philosophy of language. His publications in logic are the most
important work in the field since Aristotle and form the basis for all modern formal logic. His
work in the philosophy of mathematics is one of the greatest single contributions in Western
history, while his essays in the philosophy of language provide the starting point for
contemporary work on this topic. Ironically, however, his significant work was almost totally
ignored by his contemporaries. When they did read it, they usually misunderstood it. Let us
hope we can do better!Gottlob Frege (1848-1925) spent his entire academic career in the
mathematics department of the University of Jena.2 His written work, and his lectures, focused
almost entirely on logic, while he also wrote on the topics of mathematics and the philosophy of
language.3 Frege wanted to create a clear, unambiguous foundation for arithmetic. He believed
he could show, in a rigorous argument from axioms, that all arithmetic reduces to logic (this
view is now known as “logicism”). This attempt failed, as was rigorously demonstrated by Kurt
Gödel (1906-1978) in his famous “incompleteness theorem.”4 But it was a magnificent defeat!



For even in the attempt, Frege achieved one of the greatest contributions to logic and
mathematics by any individual in Western history.Because he was interested in rigorous
argument, Frege insisted that there is a kind of objective thought which sentences express.
Careful logical analysis can show the similarities in sentences that might look, at first glance, to
be different. For example, take these two sentences: “Aristotle was the teacher of Alexander,”
and “Alexander was taught by Aristotle.” On a purely grammatical level, these appear to be
different ideas represented by different subjects and predicates. But Frege demonstrated that
they nevertheless express the same logical thought. He created a formal, symbolic calculus to
express relationships between subject and predicate, or in terms which Frege borrowed from
mathematics, between a “function” and its “arguments.” This insight, and the idea of a formal
system of signs to express such logical connections, is the foundation of all modern formal
logic and Frege’s greatest contribution.Frege’s logicism and his philosophy of mathematics are
now out-of-date. But his philosophy of language is still the object of serious study and an area
of research where he made significant advances.5 Where previous philosophers of language
had spoken vaguely of “meaning,” Frege introduced a very significant distinction between
“sense” and “reference” as elements of the meaning of a sentence.6 This allows for a
distinction between the grammatical or “ordinary” meaning of a sentence and the objects that
the sentence is about. Roughly, the sense is concerned with the meaning or informative
content of a statement, while the reference is what the statement is about. This may seem an
elementary distinction, but in fact it is central to the philosophy of language.He also insisted,
rightly we now believe, that the meaning of a word is only found in the context of its use in a
sentence.7 Most philosophers of language before Frege located the meaning of a word in the
inner, mental idea of the speaker, a view which Frege called “psychologism.” Frege rejected the
notion that the meaning of a sentence resides in some inner, mental intention or psychological
state. Rather, the meaning of a word derives from the way it is used in public language.
Meaning, then, is objective and can be investigated in a scientific way. Frege believed that his
logical analysis did just that. Careful logical analysis of a sentence is necessary, therefore, if a
truly scientific approach to knowledge and meaning is to have any hope of proceeding.Frege’s
work, along with that of others, inspired a whole school of thought which we now call “analytic
philosophy.” These philosophers tend to focus on language as the best way to advance
philosophical reflection. Complex phenomena must be broken down into simpler parts and their
relationships laid bare. It is only through an analysis of language, assisted by logic and careful
reasoning, that such an investigation of thought and experience can rightly proceed. Like
Frege, this philosophical school takes its cue from mathematics and science. They hope that
the difficult problems of philosophy, and of our knowledge of the world, can be answered
through clear analysis and rigorous logical argument. This school replaced idealism as the
dominant force in English speaking philosophy in the twentieth century.During his own lifetime,
Frege did have a significant influence on the work of several major philosophers in the analytic
tradition, most notably Bertrand Russell, Ludwig Wittgenstein and the Vienna Circle. A full
discussion of the collapse of idealism would include the work of these thinkers; however, we
shall postpone a consideration their work until a later chapter, since they belong more fully and
obviously to the twentieth century.8HusserlIn addition to Russell and Wittgenstein, Frege also
had some influence on his contemporary Edmund Husserl (1859-1938).9 Like Frege and
Russell, Husserl wanted to reestablish rigorous philosophical research upon solid scientific
foundations. Like them he rejected Hegelian idealism in favor of a new approach, more in
keeping with mathematics and rational certainty. Husserl called this new approach
“phenomenology,” borrowing a term from the Greeks and from Hegel. This approach proved to



be the single most important and influential one in the continental philosophical
tradition.Husserl was born in Prossnitz, then located in Austria. He studied at German and
Austrian universities, and like Frege, Russell and Whitehead, began his work in mathematics.
Like them, his interests turned to philosophy. After earning a Ph.D. in mathematics from the
University of Vienna in 1883, Husserl attended lectures in philosophy, including those of Franz
Brentano. His first published work in philosophy was Philosophy of Arithmetic, vol. 1 (1891).10
This book based numerical truths on empirical, psychological events in the human mind, such
as counting and believing. Upon further reflection, Husserl found this position to be too
“psychological,” that is, too subjective. Frege’s long, critical review of this book must have
reinforced this conviction.11 At several points in his life Husserl decided that the foundations of
his approach to philosophy needed to be rethought from the beginning. Like Frege, he wanted
to establish philosophy upon solid logical and rational or scientific grounds. The result of this
labor was his first important work, Logical Investigations (1900-1901).12 This book was well
accepted and established Husserl’s reputation. He then expanded his phenomenological
analysis beyond the merely mathematical, logical and linguistic to the broad areas of the world
as experienced and the subject who experiences. His next major publication was Ideas
Pertaining to a Pure Phenomenology and to a Phenomenological Philosophy (vol. 1, 1913).13
Husserl also published a kind of manifesto of his approach to philosophy, “Philosophy as a
Rigorous Science” about this time (1911).14 It was partly on the basis of this work that he
eventually received a full professorate in philosophy at the University of Freiburg in 1916, after
lecturing in philosophy at other German universities. Husserl soon became the most respected
thinker of his day in German philosophy.Husserl remained at Freiburg for the rest of his
professional career. Because of pressure from the Nazis, Husserl was forced to retire early in
1928, on account of his Jewish descent. Nevertheless, he continued to work hard at
establishing the foundations of philosophical science and developing his phenomenological
method. In 1929 he published his Formal and Transcendental Logic, another analysis of logic
and transcendental phenomenological method.15 He also gave two sets of technical lectures
in France, Vienna and Prague; these were published as Cartesian Meditations (1931), and
then the final major work in his lifetime, The Crisis of European Sciences and Transcendental
Phenomenology (1936).16 As a Jew Husserl was denied public activities such as lectures and
professional conferences in his own country, so of necessity he spoke and published his work
abroad. Each of these major publications was subtitled as an “introduction” to phenomenology,
and indeed, most of Husserl’s life was devoted to establishing secure, scientific grounds for
philosophy and for knowledge in general. After suffering for some months with pleurisy, Husserl
died on April 27, 1938 just before the outbreak of the Second World War.Much of Husserl’s
work in philosophy was in manuscript form at his death. As the work of a Jew (even though
Husserl was of Protestant faith), this material could have been destroyed. However, a Belgian
Catholic follower of his thought, Fr. Herman Leo van Breda, traveled to Vienna and with no little
effort and the help of Belgian political leaders he managed to smuggle the bulk of his work out
(including Frau Husserl, Husserl’s private library and even some furniture!). Van Breda then
established the Husserl Archives at the University of Leuven, which has since published
Husserl’s complete work in modern critical editions and a complete English
translation.17Husserl’s thought went through several stages, but there is a core viewpoint
found in his work from the publication of Ideas I to The Crisis of European Sciences
(1913-1936). We will here focus on these mature works. Even so, Husserl’s philosophy is
difficult to expound in a short space.18 This is no doubt because it is both technical and almost
wholly devoted to philosophical method. He insisted that philosophy be established on



scientific, rational foundations. Husserl argued that philosophy is not based upon empirical
studies, and so is not based upon the natural or social sciences. Rather, a pure, rational
foundation for philosophy (and therefore for all knowledge, since philosophy is the most basic
of the sciences) can only be found in a rigorous, scientific analysis of the bases of
knowledge.19 Husserl believed he had found such a method in phenomenology, that is, the
rigorous analysis of experience to discover both its grounds, and the categorical or rational
structures which govern experience. Husserl was thus a follower of both Descartes and Kant.
Like Descartes, Husserl was interested in renewing the investigation of the foundations of
knowledge, based upon a fresh inquiry into the origins of experience. Like Kant, Husserl
argued that experience (or consciousness) is structured by certain conceptual categories,
which he argued could be laid bare by careful phenomenological analysis.The major difference
between Husserl on the one hand, and Kant and Hegel on the other, has to do with the type of
idealism they espoused. Husserl argued, contra Kant (who held that we cannot know the
things-in-themselves), that the immediate experience of consciousness, the object as intended
by conscious reflection, was normally a guide to the objects themselves or the “thing.” Of
course such things can only be known as objects of consciousness, and therefore of human
intention. He wrote:All perceiving and imagining is, on our view, a web of partial intentions,
fused together in the unity of a single total intention. The correlate of this last intentions the
thing, while the correlate of its partial intentions are the thing’s parts and aspects. Only in this
way can we understand how consciousness reaches out beyond what it actually experiences. It
can, so to say, mean beyond itself, and its meaning can be fulfilled.20We should note the use
of “intention” in this quotation. Husserl borrows this concept from Brentano, who taught that all
consciousness is a “consciousness-of” something. I don’t just remember or judge, for example:
I remember something, I judge that something is true. Consciousness thus can, and intends to,
reach beyond itself to things. The ideal meanings or “noemata” we find in the object of
consciousness normally leads us to the thing. This intention is not always fulfilled, however,
because sometimes we are conscious of objects that do not exist. An example would be a
botanist who is developing a new color of rose which does not yet exist. That specific rose is an
object of consciousness, intended by the botanist, but not (yet!) a thing. Thus Husserl is no
idealist in the usual sense. He called his viewpoint transcendental idealism.When he used
transcendental idealism to describe his philosophy, he did not mean to deny the reality of
objects, but to affirm the structural quality of the reasoning process that gives shape to our
perception and the absolute grounding of perception in the transcendental ego.21 In fact, he
was critical of both idealism (in the Hegelian sense) and empiricism. Instead he argued that the
objects as presented to consciousness are structured by the knowing subject. These structures
or categories are revealed only through transcendental phenomenological analysis. A naïve
empiricism, therefore, must also be ruled out. Of course, Husserl also insisted that his
philosophy was “empirical” in the best sense; that is, it was based on careful study of the
objects themselves as presented to consciousness. “But to judge rationally or scientifically
about things signifies to conform to the things themselves or to go from words and opinions
back to the things themselves, to consult them in their self-givenness and to set aside all
prejudices alien to them.”22Through phenomenological analysis, the very essence of the
things themselves, which he called eidos (Greek for “idea” or “form”) is available to reason.
“The essence (Eidos) is a new sort of object. Just as the datum of individual or experiencing
intuition is an individual object, so the datum of eidetic intuition is a pure essence.”23 However,
in order to pay attention to the way objects are presented to consciousness, it is necessary
(Husserl argued) to “bracket” any and all presuppositions about them, including the idea that



they exist. As a rigorous science, phenomenology must be utterly without presuppositions.
Husserl thus follows Descartes in arguing that we must question everything heretofore
accepted as “real.” This means, for Husserl, that I must suspend my judgments about direct
experience in order to carefully attend to the experience itself. Husserl called this the
philosophical posture the epoche, or suspension of belief (borrowing another Greek word).24
One interesting result of such a suspension is Husserl’s conception of the knowing self.We
have seen that Husserl was a follower of Descartes in some ways, wishing to begin with a
presuppositionless, rigorous foundation for knowledge. He was more of a Kantian in his view of
the self, however. For according to Husserl, phenomenological analysis and the epoche reveal
that even if the world I experience changed radically, or was even annihilated, “the being of
consciousness… would not be touched.”25 The mind or self exists in a way that is independent
of the particularities of consciousness and experience. At the same time his phenomenological
analysis of the self as embodied knower including empathy, motion and the self in everyday life
(all in Ideas II) puts to rest any charge of simplistic mind-body dualism in his thought.26Husserl
moderated his views somewhat over time with regard to the self and its history. In The Crisis of
the European Sciences, he specifically discussed the concepts of history and of our
surrounding “life-world.” Both of these moderate the singularity and the pure subjectivity of
reason and perception for the mature Husserl. He argued against what are typically called a
priori truths: “The supposedly completely self-sufficient logic which modern mathematical
logicians think they are able to develop, even calling it a truly scientific philosophy, namely, as
the universal, a priori, fundamental science for all objective sciences, is nothing but naïveté.”27
But even when he recognizes the character of the life-world as contextualizing our claims to
knowledge, he still believes that there are “general structures” that pertain to any and all life-
worlds. These structures do not change in different times and cultures; but exactly what these
unchanging foundations of our “horizon” are is difficult to spell out clearly. One example
Husserl did work out himself was a phenomenology of our internal consciousness of time, a
universal element of the human life-world.28In his concern for uncovering the objective
foundations of knowledge in the midst of history and the life-world, Husserl did point out the
problem of my own personal history as a philosopher. This history provides a set of prejudices
and filters through which I encounter the world. It is the job of phenomenological analysis to
overcome these prejudices and see the world as it is presented to consciousness in its self-
givenness. Because the fundamental structures of the life-world do not vary across cultures,
Husserl avoids relativism, while recognizing the historical and social character of
consciousness. He insists that real, scientific and transcendental knowledge is possible, as
long as it is “traced back” to the prelogical ground upon which everything makes sense,
namely, the structures of consciousness, the life-world and the ego.29Husserl’s philosophical
work shaped the character of Western thought. If the greatness of a teacher is measured by
his students, Husserl was very great indeed. He founded the methods and concerns of
continental philosophy, even when those after him disagreed with his work. Martin Heidegger,
one of the giants of twentieth-century thought, was his most important student. But many
French thinkers such as Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Jean-Paul Sartre, Paul Ricoeur, Emmanuel
Levinas and Jacques Derrida all cut their philosophical eye-teeth on Husserl, while at the same
time they modified, transformed or deconstructed his methods.30 The phenomenological
method has been adopted by philosophers and social scientists across the world. At the same
time, Husserl has only a few real followers for his carefully developed, logical methodology. The
broad idea of a phenomenology of human consciousness was accepted, but the content and
conclusions of Husserl’s work were overshadowed by Heidegger and the French



phenomenologists.BergsonThe third philosopher we will introduce here is French. In his day
Henri Bergson (1859-1941) was one of Europe’s most famous and influential intellectuals.
Although not as important as Frege or Husserl, books and articles about him number in the
thousands.31 Today his work is for the most part rarely studied or discussed.32 Yet he has an
important role to play in the development of Western thought in the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries. His work paved the way for French existentialism as well as for process philosophy
and theology.33Bergson was born in Paris on October 18, 1859, and his life revolved around
his academic career.34 He was of Jewish ancestry, which became problematic after the
Germans occupied Paris. His father was Polish, but his mother was English, and Bergson was
fluent in the English tongue. He showed his early intellectual promise at the lycée (a French
preparatory school), where he excelled in mathematics. He then attended the famous École
Normale Supérieure (ENS) where he distinguished himself again, moving to philosophy and
earning his doctorate in 1889. His doctoral thesis, “An Essay on the Immediate Data of
Consciousness,” translated into English as Time and Free Will, is the first of his four major
books.35 This work sets out the main themes of Bergsonian philosophy, paying attention to
human consciousness and our experience of time. Like Frege and Husserl, Bergson was
interested in the philosophical interpretation of mathematics and science. “What I wanted,” he
wrote of his own philosophical journey, “was a philosophy which would submit to the control of
science and which in turn could enable science to progress.”36 Early on, Bergson was very
much influenced by biology, evolution and the philosophy of Spencer.37 However, in his
dissertation he gives particular attention to the new science of psychology.In 1896 Bergson
published his second major book, Matter and Memory. In this work he developed a novel
conception of the mind-body relationship and began his reflections on cosmology and the
nature of the world. After lecturing in various provincial lycées, Bergson returned to Paris in
1898 and was appointed to the chair of modern philosophy at the Collège de France. The
Collège is an outstanding academic institution where professors have no students, but lecture
to the general educated public. Bergson’s lectures were very popular, packing the lecture halls
hours before his appointed time. He attracted all types of people in fashionable Paris, not just
academics, and was considered an outstanding and stimulating speaker. The French
philosopher Gabriel Marcel wrote of “the feeling of inner expansion that Bergson awoke in all of
us…. At the Collège de France it seemed to me that I was never present at one of his classes
without being stirred by the hope that a revelation would be given me.”38 During this period—
roughly 1900-1925—many considered him to be the most significant philosopher of the day. He
published Creative Evolution in 1907, the book which brought him worldwide fame. It is still his
most famous work, in which he fully develops his philosophical interpretation of the natural
world and of natural science, especially biology and evolution.Bergson was elected to the
French Academy in 1914, the same year that his books were put on the Index of Prohibited
Works by the Holy Office (thus demonstrating his influence on French Catholic intellectuals). To
top it all, in 1927 he was awarded the Nobel Prize in literature (contrary to all that is sacred and
sensible, there is no Nobel Prize in philosophy).During World War I, Bergson began to devote
himself to international affairs. He made a diplomatic visit to the United States, hoping to
convince President Wilson to join the war against the Central powers. After the war, he
continued to work in international organizations, in the hope of fostering peace and
cooperation among nations. He was appointed the first president of the International
Commission for Intellectual Cooperation by the League of Nations, but had to resign in 1925
due to ill health. He also resigned from his philosophy chair in 1921, for the same reason.
During this time, Bergson’s crippling arthritis made intellectual work extremely difficult. Yet he



managed to publish essays and two books, one of which was devoted to a discussion of
relativity theory in dialogue with Einstein.39 His most important work of this period, and the last
of his major books, was about ethics and religion: The Two Sources of Morality and Religion
(1932). In this volume he works out the implications of his philosophical approach for ethics
and the philosophy of religion.Bergson’s work as a philosopher is known for its clarity, style and
sweeping use of metaphors and illustrations. His critics claim that his work lacks logical rigor.
Many of his main ideas are indeed unclear, even ambiguous, and much of his work does lack a
certain precision. Yet Bergson’s philosophical style is tantalizing, stimulating and suggestive:
logical precision is sacrificed to rhetorical power and literary style. But surely there is room in
Western literature for both types of philosophy.In considering the philosophy of Bergson, or
“Bergsonism,” one is struck by the consistency of his system. The totality of his work fits
together well. It is a holistic interpretation of human freedom, knowledge, science, the material
world, society, morality and religion. But what is the central idea, the root metaphor, of
Bergsonism? He answered that question himself, in a letter to a Danish colleague: the intuition
of duration.40 Explaining this phrase will send us into the heart of Bergson’s philosophy.As
early as his 1889 dissertation, Bergson took pains to distinguish scientific, abstract knowledge
from immediate, direct experience. The human mind is a development from primitive instinct
and has a very practical, pragmatic end. The focus of human intelligence is on discerning
objects in space, understanding the world around us and meeting practical goals. From this
abstract, reflective and practical knowledge comes mathematics and modern science. Bergson
argues that both math and science are fundamentally spatial in nature. Each requires an
element of measurement, and therefore of spatial “picturing” of the object. Symbols are the
means whereby intelligence communicates this space-based knowledge and understands the
world. Thus the symbolic and spatial is basic to our human analysis of the world we live in, or
in terms of modern psychology, of the human self.On the other hand, Bergson argues, there is
another approach to reality that is direct and immediate: intuition. By intuition we grasp the
dynamic, temporal aspect of reality which mathematics and science are incapable of
communicating. This intuition is qualitative, while intelligence is quantitative. Intuition grants us
knowledge of the most basic aspect of reality: its constant flux. Intelligence abstracts what we
call “solid objects” out of this dynamic, constantly changing process. Intelligence, moreover,
communicates its spatial abstractions through symbols, while intuition is nonsymbolic,
immediate knowledge that must be experienced oneself to be known: it cannot be
communicated through symbolic expressions. As Bergson writes in his Introduction to
Metaphysics (1903), “The inner life is all this at once: variety of qualities, continuity of progress,
and unity of direction. It cannot be represented by images. But it is even less possible to
represent it by concepts, that is, by abstract, general or simple ideas.”41 When we
communicate the direct knowledge we have through intuition, then it automatically becomes
conceptual, abstract and therefore no longer real intuition. It becomes intelligence.An example
may help us understand this distinction. Let us say we are standing in awe of a great work of
art, perhaps a painting. Analysis can deliver a great deal of scientific knowledge about the
painting: it can measure the light waves and colors found on the canvas; it can weigh the
painting and measure its dimensions; we can even examine the painting under great
magnification, to see how each color is used and how each brush stroke adds to the picture.
But none of this abstract, intellectual work can convey the direct experience of a great work of
art. Only direct, immediate intuition can do that—and we find that when we try to convey this
experience through words, symbols or concepts, the essence of the experience is lost. So it is,
Bergson believed, with our apprehension of all reality. Reality itself is a dynamic system which



can only be fully grasped through a combination of intuition and intellect.Based on this
distinction, Bergson insists on two things. First, reality is a dynamic process which he calls
“duration.” The abstract, mathematical understanding of time as a fourth “dimension” is just a
mathematical model. It fails to grasp the true essence of reality, which is in constant flux.
Bergson insists on this understanding of reality against a background of more static
interpretations of physics and physical reality. Second, scientific knowledge is limited. It is
based on intelligence, which is only one of two ways of approaching reality. The other way,
intuition, is equally valid and even more vital for human knowledge. This leaves room for
another type of knowledge, other than and supplemental to science, namely philosophy. In
Bergson’s own words, “Metaphysics, then, is the science which claims to dispense with
symbols.”42 By “dispense with symbols” Bergson means that metaphysics and philosophy
proceed on the basis of intuition rather than intelligence.Bergson’s views were subject to
criticism by rationalistic philosophers who followed the positivism of Comte and others,43
which was a major intellectual force in France during the turn of the century. Bergson was in his
day the greatest opponent of that naïve scientism which rejects any form of knowledge other
than a “scientific” one. It would be false to characterize his philosophy on these grounds (as
many did) as “anti-intellectual” or “anti-scientific.” Bergson was pointing out, rightly in our view,
the limitations of a scientific and mathematical approach to reality. This does not mean he was
against science. On the contrary, he was a superior mathematician and spent his life
interpreting and seeking to understand science. Nevertheless, he insisted that human
knowledge can and must move beyond the merely scientific and intellectual. This point was
taken over and extended by existentialism in the next generation of French thinkers.A well-
known example of his approach to science and philosophy is his most famous book, Creative
Evolution (1907). In this work, Bergson accepts the general character of evolution, but he
rejects the notions of random chance and materialism usually associated with it. He also
rejects a deterministic understanding of evolution, which he calls “finalism.” Instead, he
develops a version of “vitalism,” that is, the idea that there is a vital principle or impulse (in
French, élan vital) which gives direction to natural selection and to the evolution of life and
intelligence. Life has its own original direction and force, even when it is divided and
multiformed, growing over time into many different organisms. Bergson sees evolution as
closer to a work of art than a machine. Like art, life cannot be predicted from its origins and
component parts. But Bergson leaves open (or at least really never solves in this text) the
question of the exact nature of this élan vital.44 That is left for his last major work.Bergson
continued to be interested in the interpretation of science in the years following the publication
of Creative Evolution. For example, he published a dialogue with Einstein concerning the
proper interpretation of relativity theory, Duration and Simultaneity (1922).45 But his major
work for this period takes its cue from the social sciences rather than from the physical.
Perhaps because of the religious or spiritual implications of his view of evolution, Bergson
devoted his last major work to the issue of the role of religion and morality in human life and
society.46 The goal of The Two Sources of Morality and Religion was to interpret the social-
scientific study of religion, arguing for individual freedom and creativity. He argued that careful
sociological and psychological study of religion leads to the view that humans can experience,
through intuition or “mysticism,” the creative force or élan vital that Bergson identified with the
Creator God.In this text, Bergson distinguishes between an open society and a closed one.47
A closed society is rigid, highly structured and turned in upon itself (recall that Bergson was
writing these words during the rise of Fascism in Europe). Open societies, on the other hand,
are dynamic and open to all people and to all other societies. The open society is characterized



by creativity, community and the ethics of love.There are also two types of religion—static and
dynamic—that parallel the two types of societies. Static religion is also rigid, closed and rule-
based. Static religion (like animal memory, or the mechanics of evolution) is subject to
scientific, intelligent analysis. Bergson agrees that such religious institutions are based on
social and psychological need (such as the fear of death, or the need for social order). But
there is also dynamic religion, that is, a religion which is open, creative and mystical (or
intuitive). Dynamic religion arises from an intuitive, mystical contact with the élan vital, now
openly identified with God. “In our eyes,” he wrote, “the ultimate end of mysticism is the
establishment of a contact… with the creative effort which life itself manifests. This effort is of
God, if it is not God himself.”48No doubt much of Bergson’s philosophy is rather uncritical and
imprecise. It leaves many questions unanswered. Yet his books are creative and suggestive.
Real insights are often expressed in lucid prose. While we cannot, for example, accept the
whole of his view of God, it is striking that a philosopher such as Bergson should end up, in the
evolution of his thought, close to Christianity.49 Bergson’s philosophy was very popular in its
day, and his influence has been significant. His insistence that human Being can only be known
through direct, inner intuition (rather than external, scientific analysis) found its way into
existentialism. French existentialist thinkers likewise insisted that static “things” are not the true
essence of reality, but rather life and “existence” takes priority over any “essence.” Finally,
Bergson’s philosophy of science and his theology bore fruit in process philosophy, as we shall
shortly discover.2. LOGIC AND LANGUAGE:EARLY ANALYTIC PHILOSOPHYEarly twentieth-
century thinkers from the continent, along with the American C. S. Peirce, provided roots for the
development of Western thought throughout the century. However, little has been said thus far
about British philosophy, and this deficiency must now be addressed. In this chapter we will
trace the rise of the analytic school from its roots in Vienna and Cambridge. In particular, we
shall have a chance to survey the work of Bertrand Russell, G. E. Moore, the early Wittgenstein
and the Vienna Circle. Although each held a distinctive philosophy, they were united in their
insistence that idealism was false and that the way forward for philosophy lay in careful
philosophical analysis and attention to the circumstances in which truth can be
expressed.Despite their many differences, there are interesting similarities in the thinking of
Moore, Russell, the early Wittgenstein and the Vienna Circle. The analytic school of philosophy
they founded was and is empiricist in its biases; that is, they followed in the footsteps of Locke
and Hume by insisting that all knowledge about the world (as opposed to logical truths) comes
through the senses. While Moore did not use the new symbolic logic developed by his friend
Russell to any great degree, the others (Russell, Wittgenstein and the members of the Vienna
Circle) were convinced that only a scientific—and that meant logical and empirical—approach
to philosophical problems had any hope of a rational solution to the difficulties of the past. In
particular, the new logic could show where ordinary language had confused and mislead
philosophers in the past. Only careful analysis could “show the fly the way out of the fly-
bottle” (Wittgenstein) and clarify the pseudo-problems of philosophy. The concerns of logic
dominate the analytic tradition; yet in the history of British philosophy, the earliest of these
“analytic” scholars was, by all accounts, G. E. Moore.MooreOne of the most important
philosophers of the twentieth century, George Edward Moore (1873-1958), led the way in the
transition from British idealism to analytic philosophy in the English-speaking world.1 With his
friend and colleague Bertrand Russell, Moore transformed the way philosophy is done in Anglo-
American circles.2 His insistence on clarity, his dogged determination to ask the right question,
his method of “analysis” and his refusal to countenance “nonsense” were tremendously
influential in the early part of our century.Moore was born in 1873 near London, and went



through the normal public school education, which consisted for the most part in classics. He
then advanced to Cambridge, where he planned to major in classics, in 1892. “I came up to
Cambridge expecting to do nothing but Classics there, and expecting that also, all my life long,
my work would consist in teaching Classics to the Sixth Form of some Public School—a
prospect to which I looked forward with pleasure.”3 Such a life, however, was not to be. Instead,
Moore joined a venerable (and secret) debating society known as the Cambridge
Conversazione Society, or “The Apostles.”4 This intellectual and stimulating group included
philosophy professors and lecturers, which sparked Moore’s interest in the subject. Many of
Moore’s friends at Cambridge were members of this society, and he was elected a member
himself in his second year. His friendship with Bertrand Russell, also an Apostle, was the
catalyst which caused him to change his career from classics to philosophy; Moore ended up
with first class honors in both subjects for his B.A.In this early period, both Moore and Russell
were idealists, following in the tradition of F. H. Bradley and the British Neo-Hegelians.5 It was
Moore who, after finishing his B.A. and earning a six-year “prize” fellowship at Trinity College,
led the way out of idealism and into a Platonic and pluralistic realism. Reflecting on this move
many years later, Russell wrote that Mooretook the lead in the rebellion, and I followed with a
sense of emancipation. Bradley had argued that everything that 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 the
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.6Moore published his second prize dissertation as “The Nature of
Judgment” (1899).7 Having previously published papers that were idealist in nature, at only
twenty-six Moore was already undermining the philosophy of his teachers through his own
careful, analytical work. Like Frege and Husserl, Moore insisted that our judgments of true and
false are exclusive of any inner psychological states. Contrary to most British empirical
thought, especially J. S. Mill, Moore argued that logic is not an empirical science. “From our
description of a judgment, there must, then, disappear all reference either to our mind or to the
world.”8 At the turn of the century, Russell and Moore believed that truth was based upon
Platonic concepts or objects of thought which exist independently of our minds, and for some
concepts, even of space and time (what Kant called a priori truths). They were realists of a
Platonic sort at this early stage, rather than materialists. Moore’s “concepts” included all sorts
of things. Yet this early view did undermine idealism, which insisted that mental reality or ideas
are the foundation of all truth. Against this view, Moore was an ontological pluralist, that is, he
held that there were many distinct parts of reality.Our previous discussion of the demise of
idealism was clearly incomplete without the early work of Moore and Russell. Yet Moore is
distinct from Frege, Husserl and Bergson in that he arrived at his position through logic and the
careful analysis of propositions, rather than through any interest in the natural sciences.Near
the end of his fellowship at Trinity, Moore published two works that brought him world-wide
fame, his Principia Ethica and “The Refutation of Idealism,” both published in 1903.9 These
works establish two of Moore’s lifelong interests: ethics and the philosophy of mind (or
philosophical psychology). His famous article attacks the proposition that to exist is to be
perceived (esse est percipi, in Berkeley’s famous Latin phrase), a view Moore found to be
essential to idealism. He attacked this idea by distinguishing between acts of consciousness
and the objects of consciousness.10 If I look at a blue ball, the sensation of blueness which I
see is different from the act of consciousness by which I see the blue ball. Moore will later call



this first thing, the sensation itself, “sense-data.” Because there is a difference between this
object of consciousness and the phenomenon of consciousness itself, it cannot be the case
that the claim “to be is to be perceived” holds for all perceived things. The act of perception that
senses the ball, and what is seen—the blueness and roundness of the ball itself—are different,
according to Moore.Moore’s work in the philosophy of perception reminds one, in some
respects at least, of Husserl. Indeed, Moore found Husserl’s position (as mediated through the
Husserlian psychologist Dr. Messer) to be the most important he had encountered on this
subject. He also found that Husserl’s teacher, Brentano, had anticipated many of his arguments
in the area of ethics. When Moore gave lectures on philosophical psychology in 1909, he
sounded very much like a phenomenologist.11 But Moore’s interest in philosophical
psychology focused almost wholly on perception, and he soon developed his famous “common
sense” approach to our knowledge of the external world. Nevertheless, Moore remained a very
careful analyst of mental experience, especially in the area of sense perception. In fact, he
gave annual lectures on the philosophy of mind until his retirement in 1939.Another 1903 work,
Principia Ethica, was Moore’s most famous book among his own contemporaries. Like his
earlier work on judgment, in this book Moore argues against psychologism and subjectivism.
The concept of moral goodness, he insists, cannot be reduced to mere psychological states
such as pleasure; hedonism and classical utilitarianism are both guilty of such reductionism in
Moore’s view. The key to these arguments is something Moore calls the “naturalistic fallacy.” He
insists that goodness itself cannot be reduced or analyzed into any other concept. It is simple
and sui generis, its own kind of thing and not another; in fact, the motto of Moore’s book is a
quote from Bishop Butler: “Everything is what it is and not another thing.” Morality cannot be
reduced to a description of the way the world is; what ought to be is different from what is. The
naturalistic fallacy is the false move from “is” to “ought,” that is, from the way the world is to
what ought to be. With this argument Moore also rebuffs idealist ethics, which based the good
on metaphysical properties. The good, for Moore, can never be reduced to or explained by
factual or metaphysical truths.Moore’s ethics in this book is Platonic; the good is outside of time
and space, objective but not reducible to matter or psychological experience. What is good is
intrinsically good, worth having for its own sake. There may be many such goods in human life;
Moore discusses artistic experience and friendship as illustrations. In decisions of moral duty
Moore advocates a kind of Platonic or idealist utilitarianism: act in a way that brings the
greatest number of highest goods for all concerned. Even with this limited end, however, it can
be difficult to judge what our moral duty is in a particular situation. “It now remains to insist that,
even with regard to these immediate effects, we can only hope to discover which, among a few
alternatives, will generally produce the greatest balance of good in the immediate future.”12
Moore’s arguments had the effect of undermining any absolute rule-based ethics.Moore’s book
was very well received and discussed among his Cambridge friends, especially the Apostles
and a group of London intellectuals, writers and artists known as “The Bloomsbury Club.” This
latter group included a number of Apostles as well, such as the philosopher and economist
John Maynard Keynes, along with other bright and influential artists, critics and thinkers (e.g.,
the novelist Virginia Woolf and her husband). Through his influence in Cambridge and London,
Moore became a famous figure in British intellectual life. His book was amazingly popular
among the educated readership of Great Britain and throughout the English speaking world for
a number of potential reasons. It may have been because Moore made space for a variety of
“goods” in life, including art. It may have been because Moore undermined any strict ethics of
commandments such as one associates with Victorian culture. Perhaps, too, Western thought
needed some kind of objective grounds for ethics apart from Christian belief in God, which



Europe was in the process of discarding (as, indeed, almost all of the Apostles did). Perhaps all
of these motives were at work in making Principia Ethica so widely read and discussed.
Leonard Woolf describes the attraction of this text in his autobiography:Moore’s distinction
between things good in themselves or as ends and things good merely as means, his
passionate search for truth in his attempt in Principia Ethica to determine what things are good
in themselves, answered our questions, not with the religious voice of Jehovah from Mount
Sinai or Jesus with his Sermon from the Mount, but with the more divine voice of plain
common-sense.13Moore left Cambridge in 1904 when his fellowship at Trinity expired. He was
wealthy enough to continue his philosophical research on the basis of private means. Between
the years of 1904-11 he read widely in philosophy, including a careful study of Russell’s work.
Moore’s ontology evolved during this period from a Platonic pluralism to a common sense
realism. This view was worked out in reflections on various philosophers, including
phenomenologists Russell, Thomas Reid, William James and Hume. Of these, no doubt
Russell was the most important, as Moore himself acknowledged: “I should say that I certainly
have been more influenced by him than by any other single philosopher.”14 In his 1905 lecture
on the nature of objects of perception, Moore began to argue that we have good grounds for
affirming the reality of the objects we perceive around us, although we cannot explicitly prove
that they exist. In his 1909 essay on Hume’s philosophy, he asserts that those who believe in
external objects are just as warranted in their belief as the skeptic is in his disbelief that we
know they exist.15In 1911 Moore returned to Cambridge, where he was to spend the rest of
his active philosophical life, becoming professor in 1925. The studies of his earlier period
resulted in two famous papers, setting forth his common sense realism: “A Defense of
Common Sense,” which appeared in a volume surveying British philosophy; and his lecture to
the British Academy, “Proof of an External World.”16 Moore here follows Reid in defending our
“common sense” view of the world, but in a way that differs significantly from Reid himself. In
both of these lectures, Moore rejects fully the idealism of his teachers. Unlike the idealists, he
asserts that direct perception gives us good grounds for claiming that we know certain things
exist, such as our own body. In fact, Moore claims to know such truisms as “other humans have
bodies” with certainty. He is unclear on the grounds of this certainty and never really answers
this question to anyone’s satisfaction, including his own. Yet his position is a wise move against
skepticism. Any epistemological stance may be uncertain and in need of correction, Moore can
claim; however, that does not mean we don’t know simple things such as: these words are
printed on a page; or, I have a body. The question of what basis we have for such claims is not
as important as the fact (if it is a fact) that we do know them. Moore thus concluded his lecture
to the British Academy: “I can know things, which I cannot prove; and among things which I
certainly did know, even if (as I think) I could not prove them, were the premises of my two
proofs” (i.e., two human hands exist).17 The simple premises of common sense are at least as
certain as any argument the skeptic may make against them.Moore’s teaching and publication
helped define analytic philosophy in the Anglo-American tradition. While he published few
works, his papers and books were very influential. His teaching and its influence on a whole
generation of thinkers was just as important, if not more so. The golden age of Cambridge
philosophy was the 1930s when Moore, Wittgenstein (who succeeded Moore in 1939 as
professor) and Russell were all active, and philosophers from across the world came to study
with them.RussellAny adequate study of the life of either Russell or Moore will necessarily
include the other man. The two were friends and coworkers for years, and together they
reshaped the face of Anglo-American philosophy. However, their philosophies and methods
were distinct. Of the two, it was Bertrand Russell (1872-1970) who was the more famous.18 He



epitomized in the view of most scholars what it meant to be an analytic philosopher. It was
Russell who attracted the young Wittgenstein to Cambridge, and it was Russell who was
awarded the Nobel Prize for literature in 1950. From the reception of his magnum opus,
Principia Mathematica (1910-1913) until his death, Russell was the most famous living
philosopher in the English speaking world.19Russell came from an aristocratic and “free-
thinking” family.20 His grandfather was Lord John Russell, who was twice prime minister and
elevated by Queen Victoria to earldom. Lord John introduced the landmark Reform Bill of 1832
and is generally remembered for his progressive politics. Bertrand Russell’s father and mother
were likewise controversial and progressive; for example, they were devoted to such causes as
women’s suffrage and birth control. When he was two, young Bertrand lost first his mother and
sister, then his father. He was raised by his conservative grandparents, rather than the
freethinkers that his parents named in their will.In many ways Russell’s social philosophy and
ethics mirrored the views of his deceased parents in rebellion against the traditional Victorian
values of his grandparents. Russell did not like the conservative politics and ethics of his
grandparents, nor their Christian religion. Like his parents, Russell had a lifelong interest in
ethics and politics, often taking liberal stands on controversial issues, and much of his
voluminous writing was devoted to such topics.21 Later in life, Bertrand Russell the
philosopher became the third Earl Russell. He continued to be interested in politics and got
involved in the social issues of his day, including sexual ethics, pacifism and nuclear
disarmament.While Russell published books and essays in many subjects, and indeed had an
enormous literary output, his most impressive and highly lauded work was in the area of
symbolic logic and the philosophy of mathematics.22 Russell tells us he became interested in
philosophy through consideration of religion and mathematics.23 Math was his earliest and
longest-lived academic love. During his early life with his grand-parents, he considered and
rejected arguments for the existence of God and at the same time fell in love with mathematics.
He went to Trinity College in Cambridge University at the age of eighteen and studied
mathematics for three years. After meeting Moore and some of the other Apostles (including
Whitehead, who was his math teacher) Russell turned to the “moral sciences” (i.e.,
philosophy). Russell earned a First Class in both mathematics and moral sciences at
Cambridge—an early sign of his intellectual gifts. Early in his philosophical studies he was
attracted to idealism, being influenced especially by Bradley and McTaggart. But with Moore,
Russell soon led a worldwide revolt again Anglo-American idealism, changing the history of
philosophy for the twentieth century.24Russell’s contributions to logic and the foundations of
mathematics are his greatest contributions and the work which made him in his lifetime the
most famous and respected English-speaking philosopher in the world. This work is very
technical, and like Frege’s, of interest mostly to specialists. Here we can only indicate some of
the goals and effects of his labors in logic.Independently of Frege, Russell began a work in
logicism, that is, in the reduction of mathematics to logical truths. Russell was a classical
foundationalist, looking for certain knowledge. It bothered him when some mathematical proof
was sloppy or unsound. He believed that by rigorously showing that arithmetic reduced to
logical laws, he could find certain truth in at least formal domains of knowledge. Later he
encountered Frege’s work and was influenced by it (as well as critical of it).The Principia
Mathematica was Russell’s greatest work and his major contribution to logic and the
philosophy of mathematics. At this early stage in his career, Russell believed that logical truths
were a part of the world. In 1919 he wrote: “Logic is concerned with the real world just as truly
as zoology; though with its more abstract and general features.”25 Later the early work of his
brilliant student Wittgenstein would change his mind on this matter. Russell would then come to



believe the common view today, namely that logical truths are tautologies that can tell us
nothing of the real world. As to the dream of reducing mathematics to logic, in 1931 the brilliant
Austrian mathematician and logician, Kurt Gödel, demonstrated that this dream was in fact
logically impossible.26 The influence of Russell’s work in logic, therefore, remains one of the
many significant advances he made while pursuing a goal that eventually eluded him.One very
influential “spin-off” of Russell’s logical work was his socalled theory of descriptions for proper
nouns, names and the like.27 In his early work, Russell was not particularly interested in
language. Like Frege, Russell saw language as a clumsy tool, which should be corrected and
replaced by a logically pure, symbolic language. He believed that clean, sharp, symbolic logic
could solve many of the problems created by the blunt instrument of ordinary language. One
such problem, to take only one example, has to do with reference. Sometimes the objects
referred to in sentences do not exist, or are just plain silly. Are these propositions true or false,
or neither? For example, consider this sentence: “The present King of France is bald.” Our
immediate response must be, “This is false!” since there is no reigning monarch in France.
However, notice this: the negation of this sentence would be, “The present King of France is
not bald.” And this proposition looks just as wrong as the first one! Yet, logic dictates that the
negation of a false proposition must be true. What’s gone wrong here?Russell argued that
denoting words, like “the golden mountain,” “the President of the United States” or “Harry’s
wife,” do not really refer to objects at all. Rather, denoting words can and should be logically
translated into descriptions. Russell held that “even proper names, as a rule, really stand for
descriptions.”28 Russell thought that such troublesome elements of ordinary language could
be analyzed away into clean logic. So, to return to our bald monarch, “The present King of
France is bald” can be analyzed logically into the following conjunction of simple propositions:
there is one and only one X who is presently a King of France, and who is bald. This
conjunction can (and should) be written in symbolic logic. Now it turns out that, logically, if any
part of a conjunction of propositions is false, then the whole thing is false. Because “there is an
X who is King of France” is false, so is the whole description. So, after careful logical analysis,
we see that the proposition “The present King of France is bald” is indeed false: not the
sentence itself, but rather the symbolic translation which Russell insists is its true meaning. The
important, and at the time (1905) revolutionary idea in all of this is that ordinary language must
be translated into symbolic logic (at least in some cases) in order to evaluate its truth.But what
about the other sentence, “The present King of France is not bald”? That ordinary sentence
translates, according to the theory of descriptions, into the following conjunction of
propositions: “there is one and only one X who is presently a King of France, and who is not
bald.” A little reflection shows that this conjunction, too, is false. What this thought experiment
reveals is not that the same proposition can be both true and false: Russell denied this, and
indeed his theory was created to assist in this denial. Rather, it shows, according to Russell,
that ordinary language is hopelessly confused and must be translated into symbolic logic
—”analyzed”—in order to determine its truth value. Arguments such as these created the very
idea of “analytic philosophy.”Russell called his philosophy “logical atomism.”29 By this he
meant that the world can be arranged into logically simple facts for analysis, something like
“This patch of color is red.” These simple facts can be known directly through experience. Here
we see the empiricism that Russell inherited from earlier British philosophers coming into its
own, over against the idealism of his youth. These logically simple facts combine to create
complex truths that describe reality. Therefore, to test the truth of any complex idea we need a
symbolic logical analysis of the supposed truth, which we analyze into its simple or “basic”
propositions. We can then test the simple propositions to see if they are true. We can see,



then, that Russell used the new symbolic logic to propose new solutions to difficult
philosophical problems. For many thinkers of his generation, this was the very definition of
analytic philosophy.Russell’s contributions to logic and epistemology gained for him an
international reputation. However, his radical political and religious views kept him from several
important academic posts. For example, City College in New York offered Russell a chair in
philosophy in 1940, only to be blocked in the courts by conservative popular opinion, including
that of several prominent clergymen.30 This only brought Russell greater fame and
appreciation among academics generally. From 1941 to 1943 he lectured to a more popular
audience in Philadelphia; these lectures eventually became his bestselling book, A History of
Western Philosophy (the last chapter of which, like Hegel’s history a century earlier, culminates
in the author’s own philosophy!). In 1944 he returned to Cambridge and was elected a fellow
for life of Trinity College. His most important philosophical works in this latter period of life were
in epistemology, especially An Inquiry into Meaning and Truth (1940) and Human Knowledge:
Its Scope and Limits (1948). He died in 1970, widely acclaimed as perhaps the greatest
philosopher of his time.Russell on Christianity. Russell was certainly the most famous English-
speaking philosopher of his day. He used the weight of his reputation as a philosophical genius
to forward a number of political, ethical and religious causes. He is in fact remembered by
many Christians as the author of a famous essay, “Why I Am Not a Christian” (1927). While
philosophy of religion is one area where he made no original contributions, because his
criticism of Christianity has become well known some brief remarks on his views of God and
religion are in order.Russell spent his life searching for certainty. He found it, to his mind, in
logic, mathematics and natural science. Russell’s rather naïve scientism was a result of his
belief in systematic doubt: “the whole subject [of this book] is the product of Cartesian doubt. I
observe that men err, and I ask myself what I must do to avoid error.”31 Only science, logic and
mathematics provide sources of certain knowledge; therefore, only what they teach can be
really known. It doesn’t require much reflection to see that religious and ethical propositions
will, in this kind of scientism, be found wanting. Russell thought that religious ideas cannot be
supported by science, logic and fact; therefore they cannot be held with certainty—that is, they
cannot serve as solid sources for knowledge about reality. This also applies to ethics. In fact,
this insistence landed Russell in a strange position. As Wayne Booth has brilliantly
demonstrated, his own epistemological dogmas contradicted his most precious and
passionately held intellectual values, including his valuation of science.32 Russell’s naïve
scientism put him in a position of performative contradiction within the vast corpus of his work:
he held very strongly a number of beliefs (e.g., fear as such is bad, or rigorous thought is
valuable) which other parts of his philosophical writings did not allow him to assert as known.
Russell’s response to this seems to have been to resort to bluff and bluster, that is, to use his
position as a famous philosopher to make blanket assertions that, when examined, have little
or no evidence in their favor. This is true of much of his popular essays and lectures on religion,
ethics and politics. E. S. Brightman, in discussing Russell’s philosophy of religion, correctly saw
that in his criticisms of Christianity, “he impresses one here as being more concerned to reject
than to define, more concerned to express his dislike for Christianity than to present an
explanation of what Christianity is.”33 For example, it just plain false that “the Christian religion,
as organized in its churches, has been and still is the principle enemy of moral progress in the
world.”34If we ignore Russell’s rhetoric, forgive his naïve scientism and overlook his bully-pulpit
tactics in expressing his own feelings about religion and ethics, is there anything left of his
critique of Christianity? Yes, indeed. Christians have been too ready to dismiss the objections
of their critics over the centuries. We would do well to listen to Russell’s criticisms of



Christianity, since they represent areas of life and thought that need improvement. What is
more, his views have become standard fare in our culture. Russell’s views on religion, for better
or worse, were and are very popular, perhaps even becoming the standard perspective of our
modern world: religion and values are a matter of personal, private opinion, not of knowledge
and reason.Russell’s first attack on religion is a moral one. Organized religion has retarded
progress in both knowledge (especially science) and social ethics. Standard examples of this
include the Catholic Church’s silencing of Galileo and the Crusades. Now I believe Russell
greatly exaggerates things in his criticism of the church. But rather than be defensive, let us
acknowledge that the church has indeed made many moral errors in the past. The record of
the Christian church is a mixed one, with some good and some bad, rather than the completely
unsavory picture that Russell paints. Russell in fact has little evidence in favor of his sweeping
claims about the church inhibiting moral and scientific progress. Contrary to Russell, there are
many wonderful things the world owes to Christianity and to the Bible. However, the record of
sin, stupidity and hatred is there in church history for all to read as well. Let us acknowledge
these facts, and seek to overcome them in the present and future life of the church.At the same
time, we would level a similar charge against Russell’s religion of science and “facts.” While we
will not make the sweeping claim that science has always led to destruction, death, arrogance
and the devastation of the earth, there can be no doubt that science and technology have often
done so. Science has a record of evil too. No human institution—religious, scientific, political—
of any long duration is free of sin, corruption and abuse.The second of Russell’s charges is
against the Bible, specifically against the moral excellence of Jesus. He objects that Jesus was
not uniformly a good man. Against the biblical picture of Christ, Russell objects to the
teachings on hell, the cursing of the fig tree, the condemnation of his enemies and the teaching
about the unpardonable sin. Here I think that Russell seems ignorant of the vast literature
surrounding the proper approach to biblical interpretation. His remarks are glib, off the cuff and
unscientific—that is, they proceed without reference to an entire body of knowledge compiled
by academic, sophisticated biblical studies. For example, Jesus’ teachings on hell must be
understood in terms of the general way the afterlife was discussed in his own day. His stories,
parables and metaphors used the everyday world of his time as the substance out of which he
created his teachings. Further, even to approach Jesus’ sayings along these lines would be
only the barest beginning of an adequate, scientific approach to interpreting the biblical
teachings about judgment and afterlife. Literature on this subject fills many shelves of the
library at Cambridge University, yet Russell eschews such academic considerations for a
simplistic, even naïve, reading of the texts. One gets the impression he is not really interested
in finding out what Christians have, for centuries, replied to just the kind of objections he
makes. There is not much for us to learn here from Russell, I’m afraid.The final problem
Russell names shows more promise, and it is epistemological. Religious faith has no evidence,
he claims. There is a famous episode, reported later by others, in which a woman asked
Russell at a party what he would say to God if, upon dying, he were to meet his Maker. “Not
enough evidence,” Russell replied; “I would say to God, ‘more evidence.’”35 Russell was
certainly wrong to think that belief in God and immortality were the central tenets of Christian
faith. Yet belief in a God surely is part of that faith. And even if Russell’s dogmatism of doubt
and “proof” must be rejected, the call for some evidence in favor of belief is not
unreasonable.Russell reviews the arguments for the existence of God in several places, at
different times of his life, yet always with the same result: we have no reason to believe there is
a God.36 There is no sound evidence that he exists, according to Russell. Our first response
returns to the criticisms of Russell’s approach to religion and ethics made by Wayne Booth.



Why should the believer doubt that God exists, just because no evidential, public, rational proof
can be given? After all, as Alvin Plantinga has argued, is it just as hard to “prove” that other
humans have minds as to “prove” that God exists.37 The problem here is with Russell’s
Cartesian approach to epistemology, that is, to his principle of doubt. It may well be that belief
in God is “properly basic” without need of empirical justification, as is my belief that Sally has a
mind, or that the universe did not begin five minutes ago (with all the evidence of age built in,
including our own memories).38A further reply to Russell is that his overview of the arguments
is weak. Once again, we find that Russell too easily dismisses views that he doesn’t like,
without bothering to examine sophisticated, scholarly versions of the arguments. For example,
Russell is satisfied to recycle this old chestnut in his discussion of the cosmological argument:
if everything must have a cause, then who created God?39 In a famous radio debate with the
Catholic philosopher F. C. Copleston, Russell was not able to get away with anything so
simplistic. But his responses, even then, were weak. For example, in keeping with his logicism,
Russell insisted that only analytic propositions are necessary, not things.40 But that is simply a
piece of sheer prejudice on his part. After all, certain things are impossible (like a ball that is
both red and green all over at the same time). If certain things are impossible, then by rigorous
logic, it follows that, possibly, certain things are necessary. In other words, if the logical
category of impossible can apply to things, then it must be the case that possible and
necessary may apply to them also.Yet even here we can learn from Russell. While Christians
do not believe in God because of arguments (here Plantinga is surely right), nevertheless
some kind of public argument can and should be made in favor of ideas implicit in the Christian
faith. And here, as in Russell’s day, Christian intellectuals have work to do. In the broad
intellectual culture of the West the case still needs to be made for faith on rational grounds and
in response to the (often rather confused) criticisms of atheists. During Russell’s lifetime,
Christian philosophers had a lot of work to do, explaining clearly and logically what evidence
there might be in favor of some Christian ideas, and also explaining the relationship between
religious faith, religious language and empirical evidence. This much, at least, was a serious
challenge from analytic philosophy to Christian thought. How Christians responded will be the
subject of the last section of this chapter, as well as a later chapter on Christian philosophy.In
conclusion, we should listen carefully to Russell’s complaints against Christianity. Christians
who ignore their critics are acting rather foolishly. Still, in the long run, most of his so-called
arguments against Christian faith are open to serious question. If all that Christianity has
against it are the arguments marshaled by Russell, the case for Christianity must be quite
strong.The Early WittgensteinAfter Russell and Moore came the final member of the
Cambridge triumvirate of world-famous philosophers in the early part of the twentieth century:
Ludwig Wittgenstein (1885-1951).41 Wittgenstein’s fame and influence are great, and his work
has come to eclipse that of his teachers at Cambridge, Moore and Russell. One could even
argue that Wittgenstein is one of the two most important philosophers in the twentieth century,
the other being Martin Heidegger.42 His ideas, publications and influence developed in two
distinct stages, usually called the “early” and the “later” Wittgenstein.43 Because the early
Wittgenstein is so closely linked to Russell and the Vienna Circle, we will discuss his early life
and work in this chapter, canvassing the further development of his thought a little later
on.Wittgenstein is associated with Cambridge philosophy, but he was originally from Vienna.
Born into one of the leading families of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, Wittgenstein’s father was
a wealthy, powerful captain of industry and a major patron of the arts, while his mother was a
cultured woman of taste and a trained concert pianist. From a large family with Jewish
ancestry, Wittgenstein was raised in luxury, beauty and artistic excellence. All of his brothers



and sisters were given the finest education and expected to achieve greatness. All of the
brothers but two committed suicide. This background can help explain much of the intense
character of Wittgenstein’s personality and some elements of his philosophical
style.44Wittgenstein was taught first by private tutors, then sent to learn practical, technical
subjects at a Realschule in Lintz (where Adolf Hitler was, coincidentally, also a student). He
then attended Manchester University, which had a strong reputation in engineering and the
natural sciences. Wittgenstein was interested in the new technology of aeronautics and
designed a new type of propeller. It was during these studies that he became interested in
mathematics and then in the foundations of mathematics. This led him to Russell’s The
Principles of Mathematics, a book that was to change the young man’s life.This encounter with
the philosophy of mathematics was to prove decisive. Wittgenstein never did anything halfway.
He was seized by his interest in, and genius for, the new symbolic logic that Frege, Russell and
Whitehead had just developed. During the summer vacation of 1911, Wittgenstein traveled to
Jena to visit the elderly Frege. Frege in turn sent him to study with Russell.The next term
Wittgenstein began to show up at Russell’s (very small) lectures at Trinity College, Cambridge.
He deeply admired Russell and began to pester him about logic and the foundations of
mathematics at all hours of the day and night. Russell saw promise in the young man and
encouraged it. Wittgenstein told his friends that this encouragement saved his life (he had been
thinking of suicide while a student at Manchester).It was Wittgenstein’s goal to create a work of
philosophical genius—or give up philosophy. He did not have any formal training in the history
of philosophy and generally found the work of prior thinkers to be “rubbish” (a word he used a
great deal). He became Russell’s protégé and greatly impressed Moore. They began to treat
him as their equal. Learning that he was indeed capable of world-class work in logic,
Wittgenstein threw himself into the task. Never one to do anything small, he believed he could
solve all the main problems in logic. In order to isolate himself for this great work, so as to
better concentrate, Wittgenstein decided to leave England. He lived in a small hut for two
years, about as far from European civilization as one could get and still be in Europe: Skjolden,
Norway. Yet such was his reputation for genius that Moore visited him there and took notes on
his progress in logical theory.45 However, Wittgenstein’s arrogance and bad temper upon not
being allowed to apply for a B.A. ruptured their friendship.A strong sense of internal duty to his
own inner sense of right lies behind many of Wittgenstein’s odd ways and decisions. At this
point in his life, this sense of duty led him back to Austria. World War I had begun, and
Wittgenstein volunteered for service. Even though he could easily have served as an officer, he
decided to forsake the kind of preference his family could obtain for him. He served as a front-
line enlisted man but continued to carry around with him his notes on logical problems. This
terrible war affected an entire generation, including Wittgenstein, who was never quite the
same again.Wittgenstein bought the only book left in a small bookstore during the war:
Tolstoy’s The Gospels in Brief. It became one of his favorite books, and from his diary we know
he considered himself a Christian. However, he was a loner and never joined any church. His
kind of religion was entirely private, and in fact mostly ethical. In many ways Wittgenstein’s
approach to religion resembled that of Kant: the essence of religion is a strict duty-based
morality. Both Kant and Wittgenstein held traditional dogmatics in contempt. Systematic
theologians claim to know, they believed, far more than any human rightly could.Wittgenstein’s
approach to war service was in line with his strict, dutiful ethics. He took a very dangerous job
near the front lines and was captured by the Italians. While in prison camp he wrote one of the
greatest philosophical masterpieces of the twentieth century: the Tractatus Logico-
Philosophicus (1921). This was the only philosophical book that Wittgenstein published during



his lifetime; his other masterpiece, the Philosophical Investigations, was prepared for
publication just after his death. After the war, Wittgenstein adopted Tolstoy’s idealistic attitude
toward work and wealth, and he gave away the entirety of his huge fortune (he was probably
the wealthiest single male in Europe at the time). Ironically, he was thus unable to financially
support the publication of his great work. Without Russell’s intervention, who also agreed to
write a preface, the book might not have come out. Russell’s friend C. K. Ogden agreed to
publish the work in the series he edited, “International Library of Psychology, Philosophy and
Scientific Method.” The German publication (1921) of the Tractatus was filled with errors, and
Ogden agreed to publish a German-English edition.46 Wittgenstein was fortunate to find in
Ogden a careful, patient editor who made numerous corrections, wrote many letters asking for
explanations and translated the work himself.47The Tractatus is indeed a work of great genius.
Like many great works, its interpretation is still a matter of no little debate.48 Wittgenstein
believed not only that he had solved the major problems of the new logic developed by Frege,
Russell and Whitehead, but of traditional philosophy as a whole, such as metaphysics and
ethics. In the preface, he wrote: “The book deals with the problems of philosophy and shows,
as I believe, that the method of formulating these problems rests on the misunderstanding of
the logic of our language…. I am, therefore, of the opinion that the problems have in essentials
been finally solved.” In the Tractatus Wittgenstein believed he has solved the problems of logic,
and at the same time, the problems of traditional philosophy such as metaphysics and ethics.
He was all of thirty-two years old at the time.What are the main teachings and insights of this
rather slim volume? One goal, in the area of logic, was to show that the truths of logic are all
tautologies: they tell us nothing about the world. Frege, Russell and Whitehead had held that
the truths of logic they were developing were the most general facts about the universe;
Russell in particular accepted the results of Wittgenstein’s argument, but was also quite
disappointed (he tended to give up on formal logic after this).But while the Tractatus is a work
in logic, its primary thrust is not merely logical, but metaphysical and even ethical, as
Wittgenstein himself remarked.49 Wittgenstein’s purpose was to demonstrate the limits of
language, or better, of meaningful language, and to show the underlying logic of our speech.
His arguments are presented in a series of numbered propositions, borrowing the structure of
Principia Mathematica. One says “arguments,” but in fact the work is very sparse and sharp:
almost like a surgeon’s scalpel, cutting to the root of the issue and using short aphorisms or
sayings more than arguments in any traditional sense.Wittgenstein makes two basic
distinctions in his early philosophy: between sense and nonsense, and between saying and
showing. An understanding of these two distinctions will get us to the heart of the early
Wittgenstein. He follows Russell in believing that atomic facts, or states of affairs, are the basic
elements of reality: “The existence and non-existence of states of affairs is reality” (2.06).50 A
state of affairs, in turn, is a combination of objects in the world (2.01). We use language, then,
to “picture” or model states of affairs to ourselves (2.1). A proposition is a logical model of a
particular state of affairs (4.023). A thought is a logical picture of facts (3). A true proposition
shows the way the world is (2.222). The totality of propositions is language (4.001).For the
early Wittgenstein, then, meaningful language is a logical “picture” or blueprint of reality: “The
picture is a model of reality” (2.12). Sense or meaning comes from the elements of the
proposition depicting possible states of affairs. “What a picture represents is its sense” (2.221).
This is Wittgenstein’s famous “picture theory of language.” The propositions of language give
us a blueprint, in logical space, of objects in a particular state. If this state obtains, then the
proposition is true; if it does not obtain, then the proposition is false. The truths of logic, on the
other hand, have no sense because they don’t give us a description of any state of affairs in



the world of objects (which is the only world there is according to the Tractatus). That is why
logical propositions have no sense: they are true because they are tautologies, or false
because they are a contradiction (4.462).Thus the truths of logic, along with logically
contradictory statements, have no sense. This “no-sense” is not the same thing as nonsense,
however; nonsense for Wittgenstein means that a sentence is a pseudo-proposition, which
looks like it says something but its logical analysis is meaningless. A sentence may therefore
look like a proposition and not be one.Take as an example the sentence, “The universe has a
purpose.” Such a sentence cannot be divided into elementary propositions which describe
states of affairs. Thus, this sentence in fact says nothing: it is nonsense. It tries to say what can
only be shown. This second distinction is just as important for the Tractatus. Certain things that
are important can only be shown; they cannot be said. For example, the way in which
propositions manage to create blueprints of the world can only be shown, it cannot be said.
“What expresses itself in language, we cannot express by means of language. Propositions
show the logical form of reality…. What can be shown cannot be said” (4.121 and 4.1212). For
Wittgenstein, therefore, analysis demonstrates that only empirical or purely logical propositions
are meaningful.What, then, of ethics or religion? Is their language nonsense? Wittgenstein
believed that such important matters can be lived, but not talked about. “The sense of the world
must lie outside of the world” (6.41) and therefore cannot be expressed in meaningful
language. Likewise, “It is clear that ethics cannot be put into words” (6.421). That which is
beyond the world can be shown, but it cannot be said. For Wittgenstein, clearly, the best
worship of God would be in silence.This position is not a new one. Early Christian theologians,
following Neoplatonic views, held that God is beyond human speech. Their position is called
negative or apophatic theology. To take a famous example, the first Western book on the study
of signs and symbols (semiotics) was a book on how to rightly interpret the Bible: Augustine’s
On Christian Teaching. In it the great theologian remarks that the being of God is beyond
human speech.51 Wittgenstein takes this apophatic approach to anything transcendent,
anything beyond the physical world, such as religion, ethics and aesthetics. This leads
Wittgenstein to the famous final proposition of the book: “Whereof one cannot speak, thereof
one must be silent.” This echoes his claim in the preface: “The whole sense of the book might
be summed up in the following words: what can be said at all can be said clearly, and what we
cannot talk about we must pass over in silence.”But what of the sentences that make up the
Tractatus itself? Must they be described as nonsense too? Take, for example, Wittgenstein’s
assertion that “what can be said at all can be said clearly.” Does this describe a fact, some
logical form of objects in the world? Clearly not, and yet Wittgenstein believed it was the “whole
sense” of his book. Thus the book itself is not science, but philosophy, and therefore nonsense.
Wittgenstein knew this was the case. In the penultimate paragraph he wrote, “My propositions
serve as elucidations in the following way: anyone who understands me eventually recognizes
them as nonsensical.” What the Tractatus gives us, then, is not facts but rather a whole new
way of seeing the world: “He must surmount these propositions; then he sees the world
rightly” (6.54). Wittgenstein firmly believed his propositions were true: “the truth of the thoughts
that are here communicated seems to me unassailable and definitive” (preface). Yet, his
thoughts are not about the world; rather, they help us to see the world the right way. They are
an attempt to say what cannot be said, what in fact can only be shown.Having served in the
war, been released from concentration camp, given away his vast fortune and solved the
problems of philosophy, Wittgenstein turned to “useful” work: he became an elementary school
teacher. His great Tractatus was misunderstood by many readers, even Russell and Frege.
Those who most appreciated and understood it either worked with the author (such as F.



P. Ramsey) or were members of his own culture, of turn-of-the-century Vienna. Such were the
members of the so-called Vienna Circle and of the movement of thought—logical positivism—
which they began.The Vienna CircleLogical positivism is the name given to a movement in
analytic philosophy which began in Europe in the early part of the twentieth century. In some
ways, analytic philosophy was identified with logical positivism for a good part of this century.
Also known as “logical empiricism,” this movement is associated with the work of the “Vienna
Circle,” headed by Moritz Schlick (1882-1936).52 These thinkers were inspired by the logical
work of Frege, Russell and the early Wittgenstein, and they were very much in favor of a fully
scientific approach to philosophical problems. Like their predecessors, they believed that a real
solution to the problems and confusions of philosophy was at hand through logical analysis
and conceptual clarification.Schlick came to Vienna in 1922 as a professor of the philosophy of
science, at the urging of the “Ernst Mach Society” which formed the core of the Vienna
Circle.53 Schlick soon formed a regular seminar for discussion, and under his direction this
group of like-minded empiricists had a positively evangelistic zeal for promoting their views.
Members of the Circle included mathematicians, physicists and social scientists, as well as
philosophers. Among the members of the group, Rudolf Carnap (1891-1970) and Kurt Gödel
(1906-1978) stand out for their significant contributions to philosophy and mathematics. A
similar group began in Berlin, calling itself the “Society for Empirical Philosophy.” Its most
important members were Hans Reichenbach (1891-1953) and Carl Hempel (1905-1997).54
The two schools began to publish their own journal, Erkenntnis (German for “knowledge”) in
1930, which was edited by Reichenbach and Carnap. In 1929 they called the first of several
international philosophy conferences “for scientific philosophy” and “for the Unity of Science.”
Members of both the Vienna and Berlin group, and like-minded philosophers such as A. J. Ayer
(1910-1989), spread the doctrines of logical positivism throughout the world. Schlick was very
much interested in Wittgenstein and considered him a great genius. However, Wittgenstein
himself was not a member of the Vienna Circle and was critical of logical positivism.The rising
conflict in Europe brought hardship to the members of the Circle. Its work was suspect and
eventually suppressed. Many fled central Europe for English-speaking countries, especially
America. Schlick himself was shot on the very steps of the University of Vienna by an insane
student. However, the diaspora of positivist thinkers out of Austria and Germany had a major
impact on English language philosophy throughout the world. With its “scientific” approach, its
similarity to the “logical atomism” of Russell and some elements of the early Wittgenstein, and
its evangelistic zeal and certainty, logical positivism of various sorts dominated English-
speaking philosophy for a good part of this century.The tenets of logical positivism are laid out
in the manifesto of the Vienna Circle, “The Scientific World Outlook” (1929):Scientism. Science
is the best, or only, form of rational knowledge.Logical Analysis. The new formal logic,
developed by Frege, Russell, Whitehead and the early Wittgenstein is a pure instrument to
analyze the often confusing and ambiguous sentences of natural language.The Verification
Principle. The meaning of a proposition is its means of verification. In other words, a sentence
expresses a meaningful idea (statement, proposition) if and only if (a) it is true or false by
logical factors alone (a tautology, an analytic statement); or, (b) it can be verified by sensory
experience. This is an expression of the general empiricism of the movement.The Unity of
Science. Since observable things are the only basis for rational knowledge (apart from
mathematics and logic), natural and social science must progress toward a pure, scientific
language which will describe all true facts about the world.55It was the avowed purpose of this
movement to sweep all metaphysical claims from the field of rational knowledge. Neither
Wittgenstein nor Russell held to the final two points (the Verification Principle and the Unity of



Science), but they are characteristic of the Vienna Circle and of logical positivism in general.
An English version of the teachings of the Vienna Circle was published by A. J. Ayer as
Language, Truth and Logic (1936), a very popular and influential work.56The Vienna Circle, in
its exuberance and evangelistic zeal, was overly simplistic in its solution to difficult problems.
This much even members of the Circle admitted over time. In particular, the unity of all
empirical science and the verification criterion of meaning were eventually abandoned or
radically altered. These changes can be seen in the work of the most influential and important
member of the Vienna Circle, Rudolf Carnap (1891-1970).Carnap was born in 1891 in
Germany and studied in Freiburg and Jena.57 He was a student of Frege, who introduced him
to the new symbolic logic. Originally Carnap studied physics and mathematics but became
interested in the foundations of math, logic and science. He was an enthusiastic follower of
Frege, Russell and the early Wittgenstein and came to Vienna in 1926 on Schlick’s invitation,
where he soon became an important member of the group. Carnap escaped Nazi domination
late in 1935 and arrived at the University of Chicago, where he taught for many years. There he
helped make logical positivism the dominant approach in English speaking philosophy,
becoming the world’s leading member of that school of thought. Carnap followed Frege in
seeing ordinary language as too vague and imprecise for scientific philosophy. He worked on
the question of what the logic of a purely formal, scientific language would be. Carnap’s logical
system of scientific language was in fact neutral with respect to the reality of the external world;
nevertheless, he held that metaphysical questions were in fact “pseudo-questions” based on an
improper logical analysis of ordinary language. For Carnap, a meaningful language was one
that could be translated into a pure, clean, logically constructed language. “Every sentence of
the language of science is translatable into a sentence concerning observable properties.”58
He gradually refined the verification criterion from its early and rather too simplistic form. This
was necessary because the criterion excluded many important scientific truths, including
general scientific laws.For example, take the most famous law in modern physics: E=mc2. This
law does not report an observation. It is based very loosely on “experience”; how then can it be
“verified” by direct observation? Problems like this forced logical positivists to loosen up their
criterion of meaning. As Carnap himself wrote, “these features [of the Vienna Circle] caused a
certain rigidity, so that we were compelled to make some radical changes in order to do justice
to the open character and the inevitable uncertainty of all factual knowledge.”59 Carnap
eventually developed the criterion of “significance” for rational language, in which a term or
concept was scientifically meaningful if and only if it is defined by observation, or if
nonobservable, is embedded in a theory that is testable by observation, and the term actually
does some work in creating the test for the theory.60 This very weak concept of “verification”
allows for many terms or objects that would earlier have been rejected as “metaphysical.”
Nevertheless, even this weak conception of “significance” left little room for speech about God
or theology as meaningful, rational discourse. Carnap insisted throughout his life that
confirmation by evidence is the hallmark of science and that metaphysics is composed mostly
of “pseudo-statements.”61Karl Popper (1902-1994) was an important early critic of the work of
the Circle, which he attended from time to time. Born in Vienna and a student at its University,
Popper eventually published his own philosophy of science in the Circle’s series of
monographs, The Logic of Scientific Discovery. While following the Circle in its scientism and
empirical methods, Popper developed his own criterion for genuine science. He noted that
“positivists, in their anxiety to annihilate metaphysics, annihilate natural science along with it.
For scientific laws, too, cannot be logically reduced to elementary statements of experience.”62
Therefore, he insisted that what distinguished science from pseudoscience is not a criterion of



meaning, but the criterion of falsification. A theory or proposition is scientific if, among other
things, it is open to being falsified by experience, especially by experiment. Like the full
members of the Circle, Popper too left Vienna, in his case, for New Zealand. He later settled in
England where he became an influential and much respected philosopher of science.Among
logical positivists for whom English was a native tongue, A. J. Ayer was the most famous and
influential.63 His short book introducing the “new” approach is the most important philosophical
tract of the movement, at least in the English speaking world. Indeed, Language, Truth and
Logic (1936) is often identified with logical positivism in its purest form. Ayer modified the
verification principle in response to counter-examples—like sentences about past facts—which
created problems for the simple and early notion. Ayer’s first statement of the principle,
however, is clear and precise: “I require of an empirical hypothesis, not indeed that it should be
conclusively verifiable, but that some possible [!] sense-experience should be relevant to the
determination of its truth or falsehood.”64 Notice that sensations play a purely hypothetical role
in determining whether an empirical statement is meaningful. As this book makes clear (much
clearer than the difficult works of the Vienna Circle), the implications of the verification criterion
of meaning were vast and sweeping. The so-called truths of ethics, metaphysics and theology
alike were, on this principle, neither true nor false, but simply meaningless. “We may
accordingly define a metaphysical sentence as a sentence which purports to express a
genuine proposition, but does, in fact, express neither a tautology nor an empirical hypothesis.
And as tautologies and empirical hypotheses form the entire class of significant propositions,
we are justified in concluding that all metaphysical assertions are nonsensical.”65 Since moral,
metaphysical and religious statements are not verifiable through sense experience, and they
are not true by logic alone, they cannot be meaningful.While not all analytic philosophers from
1930 to 1970 (the heyday of logical positivism) would accept every tenet of the Vienna Circle’s
sweeping program, the general issue of how religious language could possibly be meaningful—
much less true!—was pressed hard by analytic philosophers. While not all analytic
philosophers accept the various verification principles, which were subject to serious criticism,
they were empiricist in their epistemology. How could theologians and believing philosophers
respond to this claim?This problem was pressed by Antony N. Flew in a very influential book of
readings exploring the meaning of the new logical empiricism for theology. “What would have to
occur or to have occurred to constitute for you a disproof of the love of, or the existence of,
God?”66 Flew followed Karl Popper in a “falsification” criterion for cognitive meaningfulness.
Such an approach seemed to undermine the rationality of belief in God.The Logic of Religious
LanguageIn sweeping terms, one could argue that analytic philosophy of religion began as a
response to the challenge of logical positivism. Here we limit the discussion to the decades
when logical positivism was king, withholding further developments in philosophy of religion for
later in this work. Some theologians simply ignored the problem, seeing it as a technical
difficulty of no lasting importance, or simply irrelevant to theology. This is certainly not the case,
as traditional theology itself knew well. The logical positivists raised an important issue: how
shall we understand religious language? This is a question theologians can ignore only at their
intellectual peril. The issue of the empirical foundations of religious language, especially the
meaningfulness of that language as well as its truth or falsity, and the various uses that
religious symbols, rules, statements and prayers are put to, are important theological problems
in their own right. Greek and Latin theologians of the past spent centuries discussing them and
similar problems.A second possibility was to accept the verification criterion, or something like
it, and reinterpret religion so as to make it meaningful. This usually led to some kind of
behavioral interpretation of religion which reduced it to ethics.67 However, religion is in fact



more that ethics, which makes this result problematic. John Hick (1922-) made a different
move. He argued that religious language is “verified” in the next life, a view few accepted.68 A
third position was to insist that the methods of logical positivism were fine for factual
knowledge, but to contend that belief in God is not a simple matter of empirical fact. Faith
involves seeing the world in a certain way, adherents of this view argued, and living one’s life in
the light of that viewpoint. Ian T. Ramsey (1915-1972) was an early exponent of this move.69
This response became even more plausible in light of Wittgenstein’s later philosophy of
language, a development we will cover later in this book. Because he was very critical of his
own early work and that of the logical positivists, and because he came to ground meaning in
its use (which he termed “language-games” and “forms of life”), it became possible to see
religious belief, language and practice as part of a meaningful “language-game” like other
human pursuits.A final response was to loosen the strictness of the verification principle to
allow some room for both metaphysics and theology, while accepting the general empiricist
challenge to provide evidence for theism. This response came from philosophers influenced by
traditional Christian philosophy, such as F. C. Copleston, E. L. Mascall and Austin Farrer, and
from process theologians like Charles Hartshorne. They continued to insist that religious
language was meaningful, in response to empiricist philosophy of language. They also
developed more clear and precise arguments for the existence of God. A full expression of this
position was later provided by Richard Swinburne.
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Mrs. Nancy L. Mcavoy, “Third one is the Charm. I have been waiting for number 3 in this series.
This is a great set to get any serious reading student of the Bible or History. It clarifies so
many ways of thought and how real thinking/studying comes about all around world events. I
love putting things in place and this puts Christian/Western Thought in its proper place not only
in World events but in ones own application of understanding how all things are working
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together for the glory of God.. Good Gift for any person....esp. with graduation or Mother's and
Father's Day.....good for home school classes as these books can help teach any age...most
pastors should have this set if you are looking for something special for anyone in the ministry.
But anyone can read and appreciate this set to inform them in a readable style.”

James Soderberg, “A very helpful work, but it needs a critique .... A very helpful work, but it
needs a critique and evaluation of the philosophy of John Rawls. With the substantial impact
Rawls has had on later 20th century thinking up to today, this is a significant shortcoming.”

George P. Wood, “The Interactions between Reason and Faith. Tertullian, the North African
church father, famously asked, "What has Athens to do with Jerusalem?" Athens was a cipher
for rational philosophy; Jerusalem for revealed theology. Tertullian's answer to this question
was apparently, "Nothing." In the two millennia of its existence, however, the mainstream of the
Christian church has answered, "Quite a lot."Over the past twenty years, InterVarsity Press has
published a three-volume survey of the interactions between reason and faith, Christianity and
Western Thought, with an evangelical readership uppermost in mind. (Like Tertullian,
evangelicals have often been suspicious of the philosophical enterprise.) Colin Brown wrote
the first volume, From the Ancient World to the Age of Enlightenment, which came out in 1990.
Alan G. Padgett and Steve Wilkens wrote the second volume, Faith and Reason in the 19th
Century, ten years later. Now they have brought the series to a conclusion with a third volume,
Journey to Postmodernity in the 20th Century (2009).Two things differentiate this multi-volume
history of philosophy from the comparable series by Frederick C. Copleston and Anthony
Kenny: First, the intended readership is evangelical scholars and students. Second, the specific
focus is how philosophy has informed or been critiqued by theology. Some readers in the
history of philosophy might find this narrowing of readership and focus off-putting, but I think it
adds to the value of the series. If you want an encyclopedic history of philosophy, read
Copleston. But if you're interested in that history with a specific set of faith-questions in mind,
read Christianity and Western Thought.Volume 3 examines the Journey to Postmodernity in
the 20th Century. The century began with optimism in the ability of reason, specifically
scientific forms of reasoning, to clarify and even solve humanity's enduring problems. But it
ended with the dissolution of that scientistic metanarrative after two world wars, the end of
colonialism, and the growth of the civil rights movement--all of which called into question the
West's characteristic self-regard.Like other historians of philosophy, Padgett and Wilkens
classify the two main streams of twentieth century philosophy as analytic and continental. But
they also point out a deep meeting of the waters between these two streams in terms of the
questions they ask, even if the modes of analysis and answers or these two streams are
strikingly different or even contradictory. Those questions center on four topics:* Philosophy
and science* Ontology, or the nature of being--specifically, human being* Language and
meaning* PostmodernismAs befits historians of philosophy, the authors present each
philosopher's argument from a sympathetically critical perspective, seeking first to understand
each one on his (rarely her) own terms. But the history of philosophy is incomplete without a
record of rejoinder and surrejoinder, and the authors attempt to capture the ongoing debate as
well.As befits a history of philosophy with an interest in its interaction with theology, the authors
also provide, where appropriate, a narrative of how Christian philosophers and theologians
have appropriated and critiqued the philosophical tendencies of their day. Chapter 5,
"Existence and the Word of God," helpfully surveys the relationship of neo-orthodox
theologians to various forms of existentialism. Chapter 8, "Faith in Philosophy," looks at the rise



of a neo-Thomism among Catholic thinkers, as well as the surprising rise of what might be
turned "analytical theology," because of the use of analytical tools of language analysis and
logic by Christian philosophers addressing specifically Christian theological themes.Unlike
some Christian apologists, who denounce postmodernism tout court, Padgett and Wilkens take
a cautiously appreciative stance. Postmodernism is a bewildering variety of often mutually
incompatible themes and strategies, so Christians ought to be very careful in their
assessments of it.On the whole, I enjoyed and recommend Journey to Postmodernity in the
20th Century, not to mention the preceding two volumes of the Christianity and Western
Thought series. My only major disappointment was the near total absence of discussion of
political philosophy and the dearth of discussion of ethics. Alasdair MacIntyre makes a brief
(and welcome appearance), but Leo Strauss and John Rawls are completely absent.
Obviously, authors must pick and choose what they are going to discuss, but politics and ethics
(including bioethics) are often the only "philosophical" topics of interest to lay readers. And they
have an immediate bearing on how we live our lives, in a way that technical discussions of
science, ontology, and language don't.But again, I enjoyed this book and the entire series and
recommend them for readers interested in a better answer to Tertullian's question than he
himself provided.”

Michael Dalton, “Lost in another realm. As I read volume three of Christianity & Western
Thought by Alan G. Padgett and Steve Wilkens, I was haunted by a thought similar to the one
that F. W. Boreham had when he shared a train ride with a well-known actor. Reflecting on his
companion's occupation, he writes, "Now if there was a world of which I knew absolutely
nothing at all--a terra incognito--a realm that I had never invaded it was the stage." Here, in this
volume, I invaded the world of the philosopher and felt like a stranger in a strange land.Though
the authors serve as the most excellent of guides--incredibly conversant and at home in the
world of philosophers and their thought--at times it was as if they were giving voice to ideas in
a foreign language. It's not their own words or thoughts that can be hard to decipher--they
write clearly--; it's the subject matter that can be challenging.Fortunately, in their survey of
philosophers in the march to postmodernity, they tell the story of their subjects, including a
summary of their major works, which I found quite engaging. Even so, this works best as a
reference that can be repeatedly consulted. As the authors continually show, western thought
in the 20th century is widely divergent, which makes it hard to stay on track when reading this
straight through.This book, the third and final volume in the series, will be much easier for
academics and those schooled in philosophical thought. Written from an unashamedly
Christian perspective, but with scholarly detachment, this is not a book that will take the
average Christian by the hand and make philosophy plain and simple. This is not a criticism of
the authors, nor is it intended to discourage non-academics from giving this a try. It's just an
acknowledgement of the complexity of the material. The authors have done an excellent job of
making it accessible. The patient reader of any background will find it rewarding.I don't know
how many would share my perspective, but theology almost seems like child's play compared
to philosophy. It may be that I am just more wired for the former, and yet, one can quickly get
over their head in theology and feel like they are in the outside looking in. This book focuses on
philosophy and only touches on theology, but the two are far from strangers. The authors
introduce individuals and thought that seek to answer vital questions and have implications for
both disciplines: How can philosophy be scientific? What is human being? What about
language and meaning? What about postmodernity?Though some voices may seem
nonsensical, it's helpful to remember that each, in their own way, is trying to making sense of



the world we inhabit. It's important that Christians understand different worldviews if we hope to
engage them meaningfully.If like me you have an interest in books and search for them in
places like thrift stores and garage sales, you will most likely come across books by Karl Barth,
Emil Brunner, Rudolf Bultmann, Reinhold Niebuhr and Paul Tillich, and wonder who are these
people? The thought of these influential figures is explored in detail in a chapter that delves
more deeply into theology. The authors use the term "dialectical theology" to represent their
movement, which registered "its discontent with theological systems that attempt to reduce
Christianity to a series of timeless, logical truths about God." Whatever one's views of these
men and their thought, this provides an account of their influence.Is there such a thing as
Christian philosophy? This argument is found in another chapter, which goes into Thomism,
the thought derived from Thomas Aquinas.Perhaps a little of the everyday applicability of
philosophy can be seen in the authors' summary of one philosopher's thought on play and art:
"When we are caught up in a great play, a musical performance or a moving film, we encounter
the play of the artist in making a `world' for us to experience; this is the manner in which art
discloses the truth to us. In the play between the world created by art and our world, we see
our life in a new way. The meaning of art, and so the truth that it mediates, come out of the
dynamic play between art and spectator/audience." Philosophy then can be a friend of
theology when it helps, either directly or indirectly, to clarify meaning, mediate truth and enable
us to see ourselves in new and better ways.Even though I may get a little lost in the world of
philosophical thought, anyone with an interest in this discipline will be well-served by this
volume, and the series, if this volume is any indication.”

Brexit-Gegner aus England, “Wittgenstein, Heidegger und die Postmoderne. Alan G. Padgett
und Steve Wilkens, Christianity and Western Thought. Vol. 3: Journey to Postmodernity in the
Twentieth Century. Downers Grove, Illinois: IVP Academic, 388 Seiten, Paperback. Erstauflage
2009 (gebunden); diese Paperback-Auflage: 2016.Prof. Dr. Alan Padgett ist Professor für
"Systematic Theology" (Dogmatik) am Luther Seminary, St. Paul, Minnesota. Prof. Dr. Wilkens
ist Professor für Philosophie und Ethik an der Azusa Pacific University in Kalifornien.Die beiden
Autoren schreiben am Ende ihres Buches: "We hope that this volume has helped students,
pastors and intellectuals of all kinds to find their way in the heady streams of twentieth-century
thought. We have written a guidebook which does not replace reading the works of these
authors, but seeks to stimulate your appetite for thinking, reading and doing philosophy
yourself."Insofern handelt es sich hier nicht so sehr um ein Lesebuch, sondern um ein
Nachschlagewerk, das Hinweise auf interessante philosophische Themen und Autoren
bereitstellen soll. In insgesamt zehn Kapiteln versuchen Padgett und Wilkens einen Überblick
über die verwirrende Vielfalt an philosophischen Strömungen im 20. Jahrhundert zu bieten. Sie
fassen, oft in nur wenigen Absätzen, massive philosophische Bücher zusammen und
versuchen, deren wesentliche Botschaft herauszuschälen. In einem Anhang mit Hunderten von
Fußnoten weisen sie auf die wichtigste (hauptsächlich englischsprachige) Literatur hin und
ermöglichen es dem interessierten evangelischen Christen, philosophischen Fragestellungen
nachzugehen oder einfach die angesagtesten philosophischen Bücher zu lesen (oder
zumindest deren Titel zu kennen).Wie aus dem Untertitel hervorgeht, sehen die Autoren die
Philosophie am Ende des 20. Jahrhunderts (das Buch scheint auf dem Stand von 2009 stehen
geblieben zu sein) in einer Phase der postmodernen Dominanz. Dennoch wagen sie einen
Ausblick auf mögliche weitere Entwicklungen, wobei sie sich von konkreten Vorhersagen
distanzieren: Sie nennen aber einige Philosophen, deren Weg ihres Erachtens
zukunftsweisend sein könnte, darunter Paul Ricoeur,Alasdair MacIntyre, Jean-Luc Marion,



Vincent Descombes, Dominique Janicaud, Luc Ferry und Alain Renaut.Davor bieten Padgett
und Wilkens eine hochinteressante Zusammenfassung der Entwicklungen auf dem Gebiet der
Philosophie (und teilweise auch der Theologie, obwohl sie selbst wissen, dass Theologisches
hier etwas zu kurz kommt). Beginnend mit dem Logizismus zeigen sie die Entwicklung auf, die
dazu geführt hat, dass es im 20. Jahrhundert zwei unterschiedliche "Richtungen" in der
Philosophie gab: die "analytische", hauptsächlich in angelsächsischen Ländern, und die
"kontinentale", die in den Mitte des Jahrhunderts allgegenwärtigen Existenzialismus führte. Sie
gehen selbstverständlich auf die beiden genialen Vor-Denkern dieser Richtungen, Wittgenstein
und Heidegger, ein, wobei es vermutlich nicht sehr fruchtbringend ist, deren Hauptgedanken
auf wenigen Seiten zusammenfassen zu wollen!Die "Reise" ins Postmoderne, die die Autoren
versprechen, wird erst gegen Ende ihrer Philosophiegeschichte realisiert. Hier gehen sie auf
viele "postmoderne" Denker ein und machen deutlich, dass Christen kein Recht haben, diese
pauschal als "Relativisten" zu beschimpfen.In einem Kapitel, das vermutlich Padgett
beigesteuert hat, wird die Entwicklung hin zur dialektischen Theologie erläutert, wobei es
längere Abschnitte über Barth, Bultmann, Reinhold Niebuhr und Tillich gibt. Auch Teilhard de
Chardin wird vorgestellt.Für den Durchschnittschristen, wie ich es selbst einer bin, ist dieses
Buch als Gesamtlektüre zu schwer, bietet jedoch in den Literaturangaben einen fast
unendlichen Fundus an spannenden Lektüremöglichkeiten.”

The book by Alan G. Padgett has a rating of  5 out of 4.4. 11 people have provided feedback.
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