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The story of philosophy that I want to tell this evening, the story of philosophy from the 
beginning of the nineteenth century to the present day, is a story of superficial variety 
masking a deeper unity. If there is a theme that unites the development of philosophical 
thought in the past two hundred years, it is that of a growing distrust of metaphysics. 
Philosophically speaking, we have become profoundly pessimistic about our ability to 
know anything about the way things really are. This general pessimism, a disenchantment 
with the delights of metaphysics, has also had more specific implications for the 
prospects of our knowledge of the divine.  
 
I will split my talk this evening into five sections. Firstly, I will sketch a very brief 
history of philosophical thought from the end of the Enlightenment to the present day. I 
will then in the next two sections investigate two broad orientations in contemporary 
philosophy, the analytic and the post-modern, and consider the implications they have for 
metaphysical thought in general and thought about the divine in particular. In the fourth 
section I will consider the relationship of contemporary science to metaphysics and the 
divine. Finally, I will consider the contemporary role of religious thought.  
 
 

I 
 

What happened to philosophy after Kant? The Enlightenment represented the high point 
of philosophical optimism about the prospects of human reason to deliver us 
understanding of the true nature of the world. It is not that Enlightenment thinkers 
thought that reason could deliver us secure metaphysical truth; indeed, the movement 
away from metaphysics that we will chart this evening began with and stems from the 
thought of Hume and Kant. But the Enlightenment thinkers did tend to think of human 
reason, not as a cultural artefact, the reason of European males at the turn of the 
nineteenth century, but as timeless, ahistorical, universally valid.  
 
Hegel, writing just after Kant’s death, was perhaps the first to view reason as dependent 
on external factors, although for Hegel it was not geography or culture that was 
important, but time. For Hegel, history was to be viewed as the development of the world 
spirit towards self-understanding. Hegel was finishing his Phenomenology of Spirit in 
Jena in 1806 as Napoleon engaged Prussian troops outside the city. Hegel wrote in a 
letter “I saw the Emperor – this world-soul – riding out of the city on reconnaissance”, 
which captures rather nicely the way that Hegel conceived of individuals as the vehicles 
of large historical forces. As just mentioned, Hegel viewed these historical forces as 
developments in the world spirit – his follower Marx viewed them more prosaically, but 
just as deterministically, as developments in the economic superstructure of society. 
 



German idealism, of which Hegel was the principal proponent, was the major European 
philosophical movement of the nineteenth century. It had its last flush of popularity in 
Britain at the turn of the twentieth century, when young Cambridge philosophers such as 
Bertrand Russell and G. E. Moore rejected it and inaugurated the analytic school which is 
dominant in the English speaking world to this day. On the continent, the school of 
existentialism developed from the work of Soren Kirkegaard, and reached its apogee in 
the writings of Martin Heidegger (before being bastardised by Sartre). The existentialist 
insistence on the importance of human embodiment, on the importance of, as Heidegger 
puts it, our being-in-the-world, led to a wide distrust of disembodied reason, and was 
instrumental in generating the post-modern tendency that we will look at shortly. 
 
The other pertinent intellectual development that took place in European culture at this 
time was the rise of atheism as an intellectually respectable position. There had been 
atheists before, Thomas Hobbes in the seventeenth century, David Hume and in the 
eighteenth, but it had been very much a minority sport. Nietzsche is famous for 
proclaiming the death of God, but even then, in the late nineteenth century, and with the 
rise of Darwinism, Nietzsche found it difficult to get a university position on the basis of 
his views. At this time, it was perhaps still related in many people’s minds with a 
dangerous political radicalism, and it would take the moral catastrophes of the twentieth 
century to make it genuinely intellectually respectable.   
 
Such is an all-too-brief sketch of intellectual history during our period of concern this 
evening. It is time to look in more detail at the two philosophical schools just mentioned, 
analytic philosophy and post-modernism, and what they had to say about metaphysics in 
general and the divine in particular.  
 
 

II 
 

Bertrand Russell went on to notoriety as a political writer and activist, but he began his 
career at the turn of the twentieth century as a logician and philosopher of mathematics. 
He was instrumental, along with the German philosopher Gottlob Frege, for developing 
modern logic, and thus inaugurating a fundamental revolution in a subject that had been 
viewed as essentially complete since the time of Aristotle. Indeed, when logicians today 
talk of ‘classical logic’, they mean the logical system of Frege and Russell. 
 
The analytic school of philosophy grew out of these developments in logic. Utilising this 
new tool at their disposal, analytic philosophers developed a distinctive conception of 
what philosophy was. Rather than attempting to provide any kind of factual truth, 
philosophy was instead to analyse the relations between concepts. It was this conception 
of the task of philosophy that led to a concern with language, often as opposed to 
metaphysics. The typical question would be not, do minds exist, for example, but, what 
does the word ‘mind’ mean? 
 
Some of this linguistically based analytic philosophy can now seem almost comically 
sterile, with papers discussing the difference between doing something accidentally and 



doing something by mistake, or providing a logical analysis of the word ‘love’, but there 
was (and is) also much of value in this tradition, and it will be helpful to see how it is the 
result of the combination of several ingredients. 
 
One may be tempted to think that the concern with language, with the word ‘mind’ rather 
than minds themselves for example, is to miss the point, to misdirect one’s attention to 
the sign rather than the thing signified. And there may well be some truth in this. But one 
may well hold, on the contrary, that language is the unavoidable framework through 
which we encounter the world, and that, since we never come across things in the world 
except as mediated by the language we use to think about them, a concern with language 
is entirely appropriate. 
 
To be sure, there is a difference between thinking that one ought to concern oneself with 
language because that is all one can do (viewing language as a kind of veil that is draped 
over reality) and thinking that one ought to concern oneself with language because it is 
through language that we construct reality (viewing language as a kind of mould into 
which reality is poured). In a sense, the former view is the descendant of Hume, who, 
remember, thought that we could no nothing about the way things really are, and could 
only ask about how human beings took things to be; the latter, the descendant of Kant, 
who thought that reality was at least in part constructed by the activity of the human 
mind.     
 
Adherents of both of these views are to be found in the analytic tradition. In thinking 
about, and discussing, the relation of language to reality, one is, in a way, asking a 
metaphysical question. In this regard, metaphysics is unavoidable. But in both cases, the 
encounter with a reality unmediated by human thought, long taken to be the goal of 
metaphysics, is ruled out, and so in a more precise sense, the very possibility of 
metaphysics is denied. 
 
Another concern which flows into the analytic tradition, and serves to render metaphysics 
problematic, is the concern with scientific language. Much analytic philosophy, at least in 
its earliest phase, was inspired by an attempt to understand the special place of science in 
human understanding. The Vienna Circle, a group of philosophers and scientists who met 
in Vienna in the 20s and early 30s, were so taken with the way in which scientific 
statements were, supposedly, based on observation, that they toyed with adopting a 
verificationist criterion of meaning – that is, they hoped to be able to explain the meaning 
of a statement (such as ‘electrons exist’ for example) in terms of the way one would go 
about verifying that statement. This verification must, they argued, involve observation. 
The details of this proposal need not concern us, but we should take note of a corollary – 
if the meaning of a statement is given by its means of verification, then a statement that 
has no means of verification has no meaning. Using this principle, some thinkers argued 
that whole swathes of human discourse were literally meaningless – areas often taken to 
be ruled out by this verificationist criterion were the aesthetic, the ethical, and the 
religious. Metaphysics in general was also viewed as suspect, of course, and one can get 
an accurate idea of the orientation of the members of the Vienna Circle by considering 
the title of a paper by one of its leading members, Rudolph Carnap – ‘Überwindung der 



Metaphysik durch Logische Analyse der Sprache’, which translates as ‘The Elimination 
of Metaphysics Through the Logical Analysis of Language’. 
 
This verificationism really didn’t survive very long in its pure form, scuppered as it was 
by the awkward fact that the verificationist criterion for meaning is not itself verifiable, 
and is thus ruled meaningless by its own lights. But the idea that scientific language is 
somehow privileged, and is privileged because of its link with observation, survived, and 
still survives, and continues to play into analytic philosophy’s distrust of metaphysics. 
(Although as we shall see in a little while, there are those who think that science provides 
a route to some form of metaphysical knowledge.) 
 
The analytic tradition is a broad church, and although it does contain those who think that 
science provides a secure route to objective knowledge, it also contains a vigorous 
tradition of subjecting the claims of science to critical scrutiny. It is ironic, perhaps, that a 
tradition that began with the idea that science was somehow privileged now sustains such 
a vigorous and sceptical tradition of philosophy of science. But this is indicative of the 
disputed relationship between philosophy and science, which shall occupy us again 
before the evening is out. 
 
 
 

III 
 

We will look at the metaphysical aspects of scientific language shortly. But first, we 
should gain a clear view of another dominant trend in contemporary thought, which often 
goes by the name of post-modernism. 
 
When I was an undergraduate, the analytic tradition, dominant in Oxford, set its face 
most determinedly against what it called ‘continental philosophy’. No one really bothered 
to define continental philosophy too carefully, happy to think of it in geographical rather 
than conceptual terms, despite the fact that most of the heroes of Oxford philosophy, 
resolutely analytic at that time, such as Frege and Carnap, were German and hence 
geographically continental by anyone’s book. The advantage of the geographical 
definition was that it avoided the need to actually read any of the offending works, but if 
pressed to be precise one would I suppose take continental philosophy to be 
quintessentially French, and exemplified by the figure of Jacques Derrida, bete noir of the 
Oxford philosophical establishment. 
 
(I am being a little unfair. There were those, including my philosophy tutor, who sought a 
reconciliation between the two traditions. One morning, as I was reading out a hastily 
prepared essay on Kant, there was a knock at my tutor’s door. ‘Ah, bonjour Jacques’, he 
said, and a short, dumpy Frenchman entered the room. Derrida is thus the only one of the 
philosophers I have talked about in this course that I have shaken by the hand.) 
 
Given the extraordinary animosity that existed between the analytic and continental 
traditions (and still does to a certain extent), it is surprising how much they have in 



common. Of the two themes that I said fed into analytic philosophy – the concern with 
language in general and scientific language in particular – the continental tradition 
certainly shares the first. It is Derrida who said, “Il n’y a pas d’hors texte”, ‘there is 
nothing outside the text’, that is to say, it is impossible to consider reality except through 
the medium of language, a claim that most analytic philosophers would endorse. 
 
This makes metaphysics as problematic for the continental tradition as it is for the 
analytic. And one finds pretty much the same discussion about the role of language as 
one does in the analytic tradition, i.e. whether language is a veil, hiding reality, or a 
mould, shaping and constructing an otherwise shapeless reality. The line of thought that I 
will call ‘post-modern’ most definitely views language as a mould – reality is constructed 
by language, and what is true for reality in general is true for its abstract, metaphysical 
features. In doing metaphysics, we are not delineating the outlines of reality as it exists 
independently of us, but exploring the world as it is constructed by us. 
 
So far, this is a line of thought with which the analytic philosopher would be entirely 
familiar. And it represents in some respects I think a belated return to the views of 
Heraclitus, who we met in the first week, and who took reality to be change, and 
persistence an illusion, a viewpoint shortly consigned to the history books by Zeno and 
Plato. In its modern guise, common to both analytic and continental philosophy, the 
categories we impose on reality through language create a kind of persistence that is not 
genuinely present in a reality that in the absence of such categorising is formless and in 
constant flux.  
 
But it is the continental philosopher who is more resolutely Heraclitean. For whilst the 
analytic philosopher holds on to the notion of reason, as revealed by modern logic, as 
being universal, as indicating an objective and permanently valid mode of thought, the 
post-modern thinker will insist that rationality, even truth, is part of the flux, and has to 
be relativised to a culture or even a person. One may recognise here Hegel’s historicism, 
and this kind of post-modern thought does indeed insist on the historically situated nature 
of reason and truth. But the radical post-modernist will deny that there is any kind of 
‘grand narrative’, even of a Hegelian world-spirit kind, that accurately describes the 
historical process; they are liable to view any story of consistent development along a 
particular dimension as a distortion of reality, perhaps more a matter of wish fulfillment 
than accurate description. 
 
Once again, this is a metaphysical position of a kind; but this fact is a little more 
awkward for the post-modernist to accommodate than the analytic philosopher. The 
insistence that language mediates our encounter with reality, remember, is a metaphysical 
statement, and one which serves to provide a ground for the thought that metaphysics, in 
the sense of a description of reality as it is independently of human thought, is 
impossible. This thought is shared by the analytic philosopher and the post-modernist, 
and, although not self-evident, is at least not paradoxical. But once one denies that reason 
can, even in principle, provide an independent ground for any statement, then one is 
bound to ask what grounds the post-modernist could possibly have for any statement that 
he or she makes. And note, the statement that there is no such thing as truth is strangely 



empty unless one takes it that that statement at least is true; but if one does that, then the 
statement undermines itself. 
 
Whether or not such paradoxical features of the suspicion of reason are unavoidable, or 
genuinely problematic, it has to be said that there is something in post-modern relativism 
that chimes with contemporary anxieties. There is a political element to all of this, and 
one that the post-modernist often emphasises. The kind of universalism propounded 
during the Enlightenment tended to go along with a colonial suppression of different 
cultures that we do not find acceptable today. One natural response to this is to deny the 
universalism at the same time as we decry the suppression. But whilst the historical facts 
can hardly be denied, it is not obvious that universalism must go along with suppression. 
On the contrary, it seems to be that one cannot fight injustice without a universalist 
framework. We can smile ruefully at the British imperial assumption that every culture it 
met with was inferior simply because it did not share our cultural mores, but it is a big 
step from allowing that a prediliction for tea and cucumber sandwiches is not an essential 
component of civilisation to the claim that there are no universal values whatsoever. 
 
Perhaps the issue at stake between the post-modernist and their non-relativist foe can be 
clarified with respect to a famous anthropological case. The anthropologist Evans 
Pritchard published in 1937 a study of the beliefs of the Azande people of north central 
Africa. In this work, he described contradictory beliefs about witchcraft that the Azande 
seemed to hold. So, for example, the Azande were reported as believing that witchcraft 
was reliably transmitted from father to son; nevertheless, sometimes they would deny that 
the son of a witch doctor is a witch doctor in turn. Now there are several possible 
explanations of this. One of which is that we have simply mistranslated the Zande 
language – a real possibility when dealing with what was at the time a largely unknown 
culture. Another possibility is that Evans Pritchard’s informants were not reliable – again, 
this is a genuine possibility. There are stories of Margaret Mead’s Samoan informants 
giggling as they decided what outlandish story to feed the white lady next, but we don’t 
have to postulate deliberate deception. Perhaps some informants simply get things wrong. 
But another alleged possibility is that we have not mistranslated and the informants are 
correct – it is simply that the Azande do not share our logic. The following inference 
 
Male clan member X is the son of a witch. 
If someone is the son of  a witch, then they are a witch, too. 
Male clan member X is a witch 
 
(an instance of a type of inference called modus ponens) is compelling to us, but not to 
the Azande. We should be clear what is being claimed here. It is not that individual 
Azande or even the entire tribe make a mistake when refusing to draw this inference. 
After all, we all make mistakes in our reasoning, even or perhaps especially with respect 
to matters that we take to be of great importance. Rather, the claim is that there is no 
standard of correctness beyond the practice of the tribe. We accept the inference, they do 
not, and there is nothing further to be said about whether the inference ought to be 
accepted or not. 
 



If the idea that in this sense the Azande have a different logic to us, then you are prepared 
to take a post-modern, or relativistic, position with respect to basic reasoning (although of 
course whether such a position was appropriate in this particular case would require far 
more detail than I have been able to give here). Analytic philosophers are, in contrast, 
wont to argue as follows (this is a quote from a contemporary analytic philosopher, Paul 
Boghossian): 
 
Whenever it seems to us that another tribe uses a different logic, we must have made a 
mistake in translating their logical vocabulary. We can translate a bit of the logical 
vocabulary of the Azande’s language as “if—then” only if that vocabulary obeys our 
inference rules for “if—then”. To say that the relevant bit of the Azande language means 
“if—then” but does not obey our inference rules is a contradiction in terms. 
 
I have my doubts about the coherence of what we might call Azande-relativism, but then 
coherence is ultimately a logical notion and so perhaps I am just being blinkered in 
insisting on it. Despite the prejudices of some Oxford philosophers, not every French 
philosopher is an Azande-relativist, and the limits of relativism are the matter of 
considerable debate. The implications of this for thought about the divine are perhaps a 
little unclear. Azande-relativism with respect to claims about the divine would seem to 
imply that all the religious claims made by different cultural groups are true – but I don’t 
see how this can be the case, at least if this is supposed to mean something more than 
different groups believe different things. The furthest I can go along the relativist road 
whilst maintaining coherence is the view, shared by some analytic philosophers, and 
derived from David Hume, that there is no way to justify rationally any belief about the 
divine. 
 
What of the question of the status of science? It is true that the kind of post-modern 
thought that I have been sketching this evening is in general suspicious of the claims of 
science to provide a route to truth. But even in this respect, it does not differ too radically 
from contemporary analytic philosophy, as I will shortly explain. The lesson from our 
brief tour of these two strands of contemporary philosophical thought is that, despite all 
the mutual suspicion and incomprehension, they are not too different from one another 
after all. I pause merely to remark that what is true in this case of philosophical culture is, 
it seems to me, true of culture in general. 
 
 

IV 
 

The question of the status of science has been hovering in the background of our 
discussion of both analytic and continental philosophy. This is important, not only for the 
understanding of the role played by science in the contemporary philosophical 
understanding, but also for evaluating the clash, or perhaps the supposed clash, between 
science and religion. In this section, I want to introduce you briefly to two major 
scientific theories, relativity and quantum mechanics, before examining how one might 
evaluate the seemingly metaphysical claims these theories make. I will then see how 
claims about the divine fit into the picture I will draw. 
 



The theory of relativity was developed by Einstein in the early years of the twentieth 
century, and describes the large scale structure of the universe. Quantum mechanics, 
developed and refined by a number of scientists, such as Schrodinger, Heisenberg, Dirac, 
and Bohr, deals with the very small scale, subatomic, structure. It is worth mentioning 
before proceeding that both of these theories are extremely well-supported by 
experimental evidence; nevertheless, since they are mutually inconsistent, they cannot, as 
they stand at present, both be true. How to reconcile them is one of the outstanding 
problems of modern physics. 
 
I will refrain from attempting to describe these theories to you in any detail, but I will 
point out a couple of salient features. According to the theory of relativity, our common 
sense conception of space and time as being radically different to each other is mistaken, 
and instead we should think in terms of a four-dimensional spacetime. Taken literally, 
this has radical metaphysical implications – the experienced present loses its special 
status, and instead becomes just one point amongst many along the temporal dimension. 
It is not that the past has ceased to be, and the future is yet to exist. Past, present, and 
future all exist at once. 
 
If anything, quantum mechanics has even stranger implications. Once again, taken 
literally, quantum mechanics implies that at the very small scale, say the scale of 
subatomic particles such as electrons, it makes no sense to think of particles 
independently of our observation as having a particular position in space; rather, the 
electron, for example, exists in all the positions that it is possible for it to exist at once. It 
is only when we make an observation that the electron ‘collapses’ into one particular 
position, the position that we measure it as occupying.  
 
It is not the philosopher’s job to question the experimental evidence for both theories, 
which is, as I mentioned just now, considerable. But it is the philosopher’s job to ask 
whether we have to take these theories literally, to take them as having the profound 
metaphysical implications that they are usually taken to have. 
 
It is mildly amusing perhaps to realise that it is the scientist, who so often takes 
philosophers to task for their metaphysical pronouncements, who is in this case the one 
making implausible-sounding metaphysical claims. But the scientist does not criticise the 
philosopher for making metaphysical pronouncements per se, not even implausible 
sounding ones, but rather for thinking that they can be justified on the basis of reason 
alone. In this sense, the scientist is simply being a good Aristotelean. The thought is that 
one needs more than pure reason to do metaphysics; one adopts the metaphysical 
commitments that are required by one’s best scientific theory of the nature of the world. 
 
It should be said at this point that it is precisely this thought, that there is nothing to 
metaphysics beyond what can be justified scientifically, that underlies the claims of 
writers like Dawkins that religious statements, in so far as they have any content 
whatsoever, must be evaluated scientifically. Science investigates the nature of the world, 
and so if you make any claims about the nature of the world (that it is such as to contain a 
God for example) then that claim is either scientific or empty.  



 
I once had the opportunity to ask Dawkins what he thought of philosophy, and he said 
that the job of philosophy was to analyse the concepts that we use. It had to leave any 
kinds of factual claim to the scientists. This is entirely in accord with a certain kind of 
analytic philosophy, that derives from Hume, and does not question the right of science to 
make factual claims about the world. And to be fair to Dawkins, he has never claimed 
that scientific theories, even the theory of evolution, can be known with certainty to be 
true, merely that the evidence provides good grounds for belief (in the case of evolution, 
very good grounds). 
 
This is one view of the role of science, but it involves accepting the ability of science to 
provide accurate descriptions of the nature of the world. I do not see that scientific 
evidence can straightforwardly provide any backing for metaphysical claims. Let me 
elaborate. 
 
There are, broadly speaking, two ways to think of scientific theories, realistically or 
instrumentally. When one thinks of a theory realistically, one takes it that things really 
are the way the theory describes them as being. When one thinks of a theory 
instrumentally, one thinks of the theory as nothing more than an instrument for deriving 
predictions. (This seems to be the way that Copernicus thought of his heliocentric theory 
– he said, in effect, I don’t think the earth really goes round the sun, but lets see if 
pretending that it does generates useful predictions.) 
 
One can only derive support for metaphysical claims scientifically if one interprets 
scientific theories realistically. Both the realist and the instrumentalist accept that the 
theory of relativity, for example, is well supported experimentally. But the instrumentalist 
denies that such experimental evidence supports a realist construal of the theory. The 
realist contests this. Why would treating the universe as if it were a four-dimensional 
spacetime manifold generate successful predictions unless it actually were a four-
dimensional spacetime manifold?  
 
But this is to ignore several salient facts. The first is that there have been many examples 
in the past of scientific theories which generated useful predictions but which turned out 
to be false. Newtonian mechanics is one; indeed, despite the fact that it is now known to 
be false, it is still used in many situations, precisely because it continues to be useful.  
 
Secondly, all scientific theories are simplified models of the real world. They make 
idealisations that do not hold, and are known not to hold. For instance, in order to 
generate any kind of prediction from Newtonian mechanics about how a ball will roll 
down an inclined plane, one treats the surface as frictionless. But no surface is in fact 
frictionless – this is an idealisation. All scientific theories have to make such 
idealisations. Some idealisations prove to be useful, and others don’t. But, given that they 
are idealisations, we know they are not accurate descriptions of reality. 
 
The Dawkins-style line on science and religion depends on scientific theories being 
construed realistically. If science does not aim to provide true descriptions of the world, 



but instead only models that are useful, then science ceases to be the one true arbiter of 
the real. To be sure, no one ought to walk out of an upstairs window because they doubt 
the existence of gravity; but neither should one feel compelled to deny the existence of 
love, or God, just because there is no scientific theory of those things. 
 
 

V 
 
On more than one occasion during the past two hundred and fifty years or so, thinkers 
have confidently predicted the demise of religion. Yet religious belief stubbornly persists 
and, according to some, is, after reaching a low ebb in the mid to late twentieth century 
on the rise once more. Why is this? 
 
One possible answer is simply that there is no end to the irrationality of human beings. 
Religious belief has always been irrational; it is just that we were over optimistic in 
thinking that it would be enough to point out the irrationality to eradicate the belief. 
 
Another possible answer, not necessarily incompatible with the first, is that religiosity has 
never really declined. Millions were, for much of the twentieth century, forced to give up 
their religious beliefs under communist systems of varying degrees of repressiveness, but 
now those systems have largely vanished, so too has politically inspired atheism.  
 
There are elements of truth in both these simplistic answers. Yes, there is no end to the 
crazy things some people believe. And yes, there appears to be something natural in 
religious belief. Even in the supposedly godless capitalist West (for which read Western 
Europe) most people describe themselves as religious, even if that no longer means 
adopting the beliefs of a particular religion, still less regularly attending church. But what 
is simplistic about the first explanation is the claim that religious belief is simply 
irrational; what is simplistic about the second is the claim that religious belief is simply 
natural. 
 
With respect to the latter, actually existing religions are highly complex social 
constructions. Whatever ineffable pull one might feel towards an inexpressible something 
else, no one is naturally Catholic, or Animist, or Confucian. What is taken to be sensible 
to believe inevitably has something to do with the culture in which one lives. 
 
But this does not mean that religion is irredeemably irrational. This point needs handling 
with care for it can be taken in several ways. Firstly, I accept that perfect rationality is a 
myth. No one acts or believes solely on the basis of rationality. In that sense, we are all 
irrational. But equally, no one is entirely immune to rationality either. We are all quite 
capable of the myriad everyday rational transactions that enable us to find our way about 
the world. In that sense, we are all rational too. 
 
There are several ways to think of the rationality of religious belief too. We can think of 
it, for example, in terms of a means towards an end. If religious belief, say in an afterlife, 
provides comfort, and we desire to feel comfort, then belief in an afterlife is, in a sense, 



perfectly rational, regardless of whether it is true or not. But when philosophy has 
investigated religious belief, it has typically been interested in grounds that purport to 
establish its truth. And in this course, over the past four weeks, we have charted the 
different conceptions of the relationship between rationality, in this truth-seeking sense, 
and the divine. This relationship is complex enough, and historically contingent enough, I 
hope, to dispel any sense that there is something straightforwardly irrational about 
religious belief. 
 
Nevertheless, I would want to defend a more complicated account of the irrationality of 
religious belief. Philosophically, as I have tried to describe this evening, we live in a 
disenchanted age. I mean this in the sense that philosophy no longer trusts in its ability to 
penetrate very far into the nature of things as they are in themselves. Metaphysics has 
instead become the project of circumscribing the limits of our knowledge; in 
philosophical terms, these are at the present time drawn quite tightly. As one major figure 
of the twentieth century that we have avoided up until now, Wittgenstein, said, “The 
limits of our language are the limits of our world”.  
 
I agree that our ability to reason our way to conclusions about the true nature of things, 
even in the one area, science, that really attempts such a task any more, is limited. All 
that the careful use of reason can show us how little we know. Religious belief attempts 
to supplement our meagre knowledge, in ways that are understandable if we are seeking 
comfort, but not rational if we are seeking the truth. Various religious, or otherwise 
metaphysical, beliefs may well make us feel better, or promote social harmony, or bring 
comfort to the needy and the dispossessed, and this may even make it desirable that they 
be held. But such considerations do not tell one jot in favour of their truth. Likewise, the 
claims often made by religious sceptics, that religion is a means of social control, that it 
exploits the poor, or promotes the status quo, do not tell one jot against the truth of 
religion, even as they make religious beliefs undesirable. Make no mistake, I don’t think 
we would miss much without the social institutions of religion, but this is a question on 
which people of good faith can disagree. I would only ask you to notice that that debate is 
inevitably conducted in terms of what is socially useful or desirable, that is, ultimately in 
human terms. As to the question of truth, the proper attitude appears to me to be one of 
respectful scepticism. After all, if we cannot establish whether religious claims are true or 
false, they well be true. The best one can hope for, it seems to me, is a clear head and an 
open mind, and a realisation, as Socrates said so long ago, that knowledge of one’s 
ignorance is the only true wisdom. 


