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Abstract 

The aim of this paper is to remark and isolate one direction aesthetic theory 

has taken in contemporary aesthetics.  This will be approached through the 

Hegelian-Crocean axiom explaining that works of art express what is 

possible to be expressed only in terms of a given medium. Reviewing 

objections to this axiom, it will be indicated what phenomena in art and in 

psychoanalysis may be taken as support for a new theoretical insight.   
 

Keywords: aesthetic theory, art, psychoanalysis, aesthetic expression, 

expressiveness of langauage, language of art. 
 

Expression: Aesthetics and Language 

One of the consequences of Hegel‟s aesthetic doctrine can be 

neatly summarized into a paradox, that art expresses the 

inexpressible. (Hegel 1975, vol.1, part 3, 299ff; also see: Croce 

2008, 61-68, 247) But the use of paradox may be deemed by some 

to defeat the aesthetician's theoretical purpose; his language may 

do no more than shock us into thinking that theoreticians of art, if 

not artists themselves, ought to be able to express more clearly 

what is clearly expressible. To point out that the aesthetician's 

locution harbors a contradiction in terms, however, may do nothing 

more than expose our own insensitivity to the expressiveness of 

language.
1
 For the paradox remains profoundly true if given the 

proper interpretation; so true, in fact, as to state in as succinct a 

manner as possible the very Hegelian axiom of aesthetic inquiry, 

that works of art express what is possible to be expressed only in 

terms of a given medium. 

Two immediate objections to our interpretation of this "axiom" 

must be met. The first is that no test of the statement can be made 

when one starts out to investigate just what is expressed in a given 

artistic context. If I am reading a poem and ask the question "What 

does it mean?", the tools of verbal analysis can yield only a para-

phrase, and not the poem; what is expressed in poetic structures 

cannot be reduced to a simple verbal equivalent. A fortiori, then,  
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a picture, statue, or building. A poem does not mean; it is, as the 

poet might have said. In the same vein, a picture as a work of art 

does not picture; it is. How can we ever be sure, then, that art-

works express anything? This objection is based upon a logical 

point of inquiry, and must be evaluated in the same terms. 

In answer, let us consider a point of logic itself. Certain 

logicians insist upon the distinction between the meaning of a 

sentence, called a "proposition," and its physical occurrence, the 

sentence itself as written or stated. And the reason for this 

insistence is that the same proposition may be expressed by two 

different sentences either in different languages or in the same 

language. But there are others who insist upon talking only 

about sentences or statements, defining the logician's business as 

dealing with the structure of formulae and their transformations; 

any addition of the problem of meaning to this task could, in 

their eyes, only confuse the strictly logical issue. Which 

approach is valid for the artistic language? 

It is clear that statements are statements because they mean, and 

that in order to mean they must be well constructed according to 

clearly defined rules of semantics. Thus, behind the meaning of 

any logical statement there will be found a vocabulary (supplied 

by a dictionary), rules of grammar (supplied by usage), and, as a 

test, a requirement of translatability (supplied by an under-

standing). When we apply these criteria to the language of art, we 

find that nothing corresponds to the first two. (Langer 1979) 

There is no dictionary meaning assignable to the elements of an 

artistic construct, and no rules the application of which will assure 

a "meaningful" statement. If this is true for the first two criteria, 

why should one continue to look for authentication in the third? 

Thus, without taking sides in the logical dispute noted above, we 

may merely answer the objection by saying that the rules of 

verbal expression apply only to verbal expressions, and not to art-

works. But in so answering have we given satisfaction to those 

who pointed out the original difficulty? Hardly. A test there must 

be. But where to find it, if not in a "counter-statement?" The 

answer to this query is so obvious that it is rarely recognized. The 

only possible test for the meaning of an art-work is the experience 

of it, and a qualified, viewer of the work is the man who has had 

the experience. It is for this reason that artists and critics, in 
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answer to the question ''What does it mean?" usually retort with a 

dry "Look again, read again; the work means itself." And in so 

doing, they merely state what their experience tells them is 

axiomatic for any inquiry into the facts of aesthetic experience. 

Art is to be enjoyed; its meaning is its enjoyment.  

The second objection is to question the nature of this "axiom." 

To refer again to the logical model, an axiom is composed in 

part of indefinable notions, constitutes as a whole an 

undemonstrable proposition, and is itself used to demonstrate 

the truth of other propositions, which constitute the theorems of 

the system defined by the set of axioms selected. All attempts to 

prove the axioms are bootless; by trying, one could only reason 

in a circle. Once again it is clear that the analogy with logical 

procedure is of limited utility. Aesthetic inquiry can never be of 

the nature of a formal linguistic system; in purporting to give a 

reasoned explanation of facts, it must be empirical and yield no 

"proofs." In what sense, then, is this axiom an axiom? 

In answer, consider an artist's usual statement, "My work speaks 

for itself; no comment is necessary." By answering in this way 

the artist merely states our axiom in another form. But what is 

being claimed? What, indeed, but the self-sufficiency of the 

pictorial? Anyone possessing normal visual receptors is capable 

of "understanding" the painting without a set of verbal footnotes, 

including perhaps the title. A portrait is meaningful even when 

the person being painted remains unknown. The experience is, 

and by rights ought to be, entirely visual. As a painter, speaking 

about paintings, the man is claiming what seems to him self-

evidently true: a painting is a visual experience, and is not to be 

judged as if it were a verbal expression. This is, of course, no 

proof of the axiom, but an interpretation of it, and serves merely 

to state the ground for judging the success of a painting. To 

judge a painting as if it were a logical disquisition seems 

decidedly unfair both to the painter in question and to logicians 

in general. To each his own form of expression. 

We may concede the artist his claim, and admit that the language 

of painting is the "language of vision." The only task remaining 

would be to examine the psychological theory and practice that 

may tend to yield independent support for the artist's contention. Is 

there any psychological phenomenon that can be taken as evidence 
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for nonverbal communication? If there is, and if its mechanism 

may be made clear, psychologists will have been found to be 

extremely helpful in sharpening aesthetic theory, which, we are 

told, tends to be rather dull. 

 

The Case of Psychoanalysis 

In an effort to determine the contribution, if any, made by 

psychoanalytic practice to aesthetic theory, the distinction drawn 

by Read between the process, governed by psychology, and the 

product of art, which is the domain of aesthetics proper, may be 

denied on the grounds that any "inspiration" having its source in 

the subconscious mind of the author is more properly considered 

a part of the art object than a mere source of motivation for the 

artist's activity.  (Read 1951) The inspired idea is one that comes 

to fruition in expression. 

But theories of inspiration are various and complex. Plato, 

espousing a theory of external inspiration, linked the activities of 

artists, prophets, lovers, and madmen, and subsumed them under 

the rubric of the irrational; each of these classes of individuals is 

composed of men "beside themselves." The theory of external 

inspiration, having a specious application to art considered 

imitative, is obviously inadequate to describe the movements in 

contemporary art, becoming more and more subjective. 

Contemporary artists appeal, in the main, to a theory of internal 

inspiration, making reference to the subconscious processes of 

the creative mind. (see: Ghiselin 1985) Ehrenzweig, writing as a 

psychoanalytical aesthetician, explains this preference of 

contemporary artists by referring to a pan-genital crisis 

provoked by the erect posture of the human species which hid 

from view the female genitalia. (Ehrenzweig 1949) 

The artist is thus said to invent forms disguising the 

subconscious wishes of his libido, which, following the upright 

walking habit of the human species, could no longer be freely 

expressed in social contacts. Such disguise is necessitated by the 

action of the super-ego, or censor. 

Similar assumptions have been made by two movements in 

painting. Max Ernst adopted the dadaist slogan, epater le 

bourgeois, to shock a predominantly middle-class audience into a 

realization of its basic sexuality, giving a not-so-hidden portrayal 
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of the libido in such works as La Phallustrade and L'effet 

d'attouchement. The surrealists, creating an impression of a super-

real world by amalgamating images of veridical perceptions with 

dream fantasy, likewise reduced the action of the censor to lay 

bare man's underlying sexual motivation. The weaknesses of both 

these movements as attempts to marry psychoanalysis and 

aesthetics are their obvious unfairness to psychoanalytical theory; 

the gestures and actions most meaningful to the analyst are the 

unconsciously expressed desires, and not those consciously ex-

ploited for an aesthetic effect. Interesting as these schools may be, 

they lack the essential connection we seek between 

psychoanalytic and aesthetic theory. 

It has always been the bane of aesthetics to have suffered from a 

plethora of theories and a dearth of facts. Aestheticians have for 

the most part proceeded rationalis-tically from a more or less 

fruitful intuition to the deduction of what must be the case in the 

experience of particular works of art. The more successful 

approach would seem to be the empirical method of inducing 

the generalizations of aesthetic theory from a clearly defined set 

of aesthetic facts. For these, clearly, we are confronted with the 

work of artists and critics.  Képes is the artist who defines his 

work as the development of a "language of vision." And this 

contention is supported by art educators, who maintain that the 

meaning of a work in the visual arts cannot be reduced to a 

literal linguistic statement. (Képes 1995) 

But it would be a mistake to limit this concept of a nonverbal 

language to painting alone. Poets likewise maintain that their 

work cannot be limited to a literal statement, or paraphrase; the 

manner of phrasing is as important as what is phrased to the 

message of the poem. In a recent trial seeking to determine the 

status of a poem by a member of the "Beat Generation," novelist 

and critic Mark Shorer claimed to understand the import of the 

poem, Howl, by Allen Ginsberg, but refused to translate a line of 

it into prose, claiming that if this could be done, the poem would 

not be a poem. Even poetry is communication that may be 

properly describeoas nort-verbal, since the effect of poetry is 

only in part a function of the referral property of words. 

To generalize, it may be stated that nonverbal communication is 

the primary aesthetic fact. To the aes-theticians, then, goes the 
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job of explaining how this fact takes place. Various explanations 

have been given. 

(Alain 1953)  and Valery (Valery 1938) likened an art-work to a 

primitive sign that signifies "absolutely" rather than "relatively." 

The primitive signs of art differ from the conventional ones of 

ordinary languages in that they have no fixed or assigned 

meanings, and no fixed rules to govern any combinations into 

which they may enter; their meaning is established by individual 

reaction or interpretation of the context in which they occur. More 

recently Malraux
 
tried to show the similarity in the ways poetry and 

paintings communicate, finding the "form" or "style" the 

significant element, as opposed to recognizable images or assigned 

meanings. (Malraux 1951) He is obviously working in the tradition 

of Alain and Valery.  Maurice   Merleau-Ponty,  an existentialist  

aesthetician, agrees in essence with Malraux, although he denies 

that the purpose of an art-work is merely to exhibit the "style" of 

the author. (Merleau-Ponty 1996) For him, art is an indirect 

language, an expression, in which the individual elements have 

perhaps no assignable meaning, but gain a meaning by entering 

into the particular relations they do within  context. And a 

representative "content" may very well „ be considered as one of 

the elements of the total form of the art-work. The proper way to 

read a poem or view a picture, then, is to unite what is said directly 

and what is said indirectly; one must read the words of the poem to 

understand what is said, and "read" the spaces between the words 

to interpret the indirect meaning of the poem. In literary criticism 

this phenomenon is given the name of "oblique reference," or 

"obliquity," and the same phenomenon can be explained by making 

a similar distinction in kinds of symbols: ordinary languages   are 

discursive media, and art-works are non-discursive, or 

presentational symbols. The meaning of a symbol of the latter sort 

is presented within the structure of the symbol and is "understood" 

when the art-work is perceived. (Langer 1979, 52 ff; also see: 

Langer 1977) Ballard describes the mechanism of this meaning 

relation as the elaboration of analogies; (Ballard 1957) and Ruesch 

and Kees (Ruesch and Kees 1956; also see Hide 1972, Ellgring 

2008) use a similar concept to differentiate discursive thought 

(digital computation)   from the non-discursive   (analogic  com-

putation).  
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But the question remains, "By what process or mechanism do 

nonverbal expressions become communicative?" Here is the 

contribution of the psychoanalyst to aesthetic theory. After all, 

nonverbal communication takes place each time a verbally blocked 

patient is led to recovery by a psychotherapist, whether through 

free drawing, through successful Rorschach or TAT projective 

testing. Moreover, if one examines closely the nature of the objects 

used in both Rorschach and the TAT tests, one will be able to see 

the grounds for the uniqueness of artistic expression. 

Consider, first, the use of free drawing. Naumburg described a 

cure wrought exclusively by this means. (Naumburg 1953) At the 

beginning of therapy the patient was ignorant of the "meaning" of 

her works; she was led to it by the analyst. And the society that 

evolved between the patient and the therapist-this first act of 

communication-was a necessary condition for the appearance of 

that meaning. Next: the Rorschach technique. A series of 

ambiguous images are presented for interpretation, as in modern 

"abstract" art. The images are what they are; their meaning is "read 

into" them. Finally, the TAT technique: unambiguous images are 

interpreted. Recognizable content remains constant; its meaning 

shifts from subject to subject, as may the meaning of a more tradi-

tional painting. In short, the meaning of the images used in 

projective techniques varies from one patient to another, even 

when the form perceived is relatively constant. Meaning accrues 

to an art-work in similar fashion, if Alain and Valery are correct. 

And for it to accrue, there must be this intimate society between 

the artist and his audience. In answer to still another question, 

"What is the ultimate worth of aesthetic expressions?" it could be 

answered that social community is the ultimate value subserved by 

even the most antisocial of artists, and that an artist may succeed, 

where a propagandist fails, in molding public opinion. 

 
Conclusion 

The propensity of aestheticians to proceed on theoretical 

grounds alone has led to a profusion of conflicting theories and 

produced little agreement on what constitutes the facts of their 

discipline. Nor have the theoreticians of art succeeded in 

isolating the mechanism by which the essential fact, nonverbal 

communication, takes place. 
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It seems appropriate therefore to suggest that aesthetics be 

conceived as the descriptive study of the area in which nonverbal 

communication does take place by means of the perception of an 

art-work. Then a study of successful psychoanalytical cures 

achieved by the use of similar objects of perception in therapy 

should yield further information concerning the manner in which 

such communication comes about. 

Finally, if this account is fruitful, aestheticians may be led to 

abandon the model of significant speech to explain artistic 

communication. The meaning of the art-work cannot be claimed 

to be understood first in the artist's mind, and then translated by 

means of technical aptitude into some physical medium. The 

artist does not mean; his work does. Like the verbally blocked 

patient, or autistic personality, he may very well not know what 

he wants to say, except in the very vague sense of having an 

impulse (which is verbally blocked) to say something. His 

creation is a means of discovering what is meant. In other 

words, the physical act of creation usually precedes the artist's 

understanding of his art-work's significance. Communication 

will then have taken place nonverbally when artist and audience 

respond to the work in similar ways. Society grows from this 

interplay, along with the mutual understanding of the art object. 

Since the meaning of the work cannot be described, but only 

shown, the task, for critics, is restricted to an analysis of the 

object presented for appreciation. They must work in the hope 

that this society may develop. Such is the practical consequence 

of Hegel‟s (as well as Croce's) assertion that art expresses what 

cannot otherwise be expressed. 

To go beyond the data of this paper, it might be speculated that 

religious communities have grown up around the production of art-

works, as is attested by the religious significance of the prehistoric 

cave paintings. In this process, the so-called mystery of 

communication has become endowed with the quality of the sacred.  

In contemporary continental philosophy, the claims of classical 

psychoanalysis have been challenged. Since a small group of 

philosophers of this trend have been successful artists and critics 

as well as exponents of the newer psychological trend, it 

behoves us to look at their testimony on the function of art in the 

working out of human existence. One may move, then, from art 
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considered as any form of nonverbal expression in which a 

creative personality achieves ego fulfillment to an explanation 

of the ways in which human existence establishes itself as both 

creative and personal by introducing novel significance into our 

common world. 

 
Endnote: 
 

1. Concerning the expressiveness of language in art see Dufrenne M., 1968, 

Language & Philosophy, Greenwood Press; and his Estetique et Philosophie, 

Klincksieck, 1967 pp.73 ff. Also see his The Phenomenology of Aesthetic 

Experience, trans. E. Casey, Northen University Press 1979, pp. 126 ff.; also 

see translator‟s introduction, pp.xli. 
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BookReview 
Clayton Philip, The Problem of God in Modern Thought, Grand 

Rapids, Michigan: Eerdmans, 2000; 516 pp.; hb. $ 39.00; ISBN: 0-

8028-3885-5 

 
This book is not for the fainthearted. It is an ambitious exploration of 

different concepts (or „models,‟ to use Clayton‟s preferred term) of 

God in the modern era. Clayton‟s constructive and critical views are 

laced into his detailed analyses of works by Descartes, Leibniz, 

Spinoza, Kant, Hegel, Schleiermacher, Lessing, Fichte, Schelling, 

Tillich, and others. This book is best not read at a hurried place; one 

needs patience and care in reconstructing Clayton‟s constructive 

contribution to our thinking about God today and to follow his 

commentary on modern philosophy.  

Clayton‟s metaphysic is pantheistic, a post in-between pantheism 

and the classical theistic traditions. In philosophical theology he 

also demarcates a middle position. I quote him at length:  

The great break for philosophical theology-and it continues to be 

the great divide-can be expressed by the opposition „Kant versus 

Hegel.‟ Hegel undoubtedly made an advance over earlier 

rationalists when he proclaimed Sein als Subjekt, “being as 

subject.” But like them (and perhaps even more strongly) he held 

that reality was fully knowable, that there are no limits to what 

human reason can attain. Kant is, by contrast, the great advocate of 

a philosophy of limits-the limits on what reason can know of God. 

The standpoint from which I defend a modified form of Schelling‟s 

later philosophy seeks to retain the strengths of Hegel‟s 

metaphysics of the self-unfolding subject while preserving the 

Kantian insistence that not all is (or can be) known, that no place 

would remain for freedom if everything were deductible from 

theoretical reason. I presuppose that some such synthesis of Hegel 

and Kant is both necessary and possible (p. 469).  

Like many such middle positions, Clayton‟s work will be deemed 

attractive by opposing camps as well as unsatisfactory. There is an 

apocryphal story about a soldier in the American Civil War who 

was sympathetic with both sides and thus wore the military 

uniforms of both armies with the result that he was shot by all 

parties. My aim in this review is not to shoot Clayton, though I will 

raise several questions about the success of Clayton‟s project. 
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Chapter One opens with this claim: „Not to put too fine a point on 

it: The context for treating the question of God today must be 

scepticism‟ (p. 3). This charge is never, in my reading, vindicated. 

Citing theologians like Gordon Kaufman or polemicists like Kai 

Nielson hardly secures the certainty of scepticism among mainline 

philosophers. Clayton refers to A.J. Ayer‟s charge that language 

about God is meaningless (p. 5, p. 47) but, as Clayton notes in the 

Preface, the last vestiges of positivism have disappeared (p. xi). I 

do not think it is hard to find vestiges of positivism, but given the 

inadequacy of positivism (even acknowledged, in the end, by Ayer 

himself) and its ilk, there seems little ongoing threat to theism from 

the Vienna Circle. And we are currently in the greatest revival of 

philosophical theism in modern times.  

As a whole, I did not find the opening chapter very useful in 

clarifying the modern debate over what Clayton refers to as „the God 

problem today‟ (p. 12). His very characterisation of theism seems 

unconventional. „The concept of God refers to a reality that is in 

some essential sense transcendent of, and thus not locatable within, 

experience‟ (p. 3). I am not sure what he means here. Yes, classical 

Jewish, Christian, and Muslim thinkers hold that God transcends 

human experience in the sense that God‟s reality is not some mode 

of human life. But many but not all philosophers and theologians in 

these traditions allow that humans may experience God. It would be 

absurd (presumably) for a Christian to claim that Jesus Christ is God 

and man, and to claim that no one can experience Jesus Christ.  

Chapter Two contains a trenchant account of Descartes‟ Cogito and his 

ontological argument. I think Clayton rightly underscores Descartes‟ 

reliance on intuition.  

Chapter Three contains a modest criticism of perfect being 

theology. Clayton does not advance any decisive objections. 

Largely he simply identifies the need for further work by William 

Alston, T.V, Morris and others in the Anselmian camp.  

He [Morris] also admits at one point that the understanding of God 

as perfect emerged rather late in the history of religions. How did it 

emerge, and what are the problems inherent in the idea of moral 

perfection? Is the notion of a perfect being coherent, or does it (like 

Thomas‟s fourth way) depend on assumptions we can no longer 

make? Detailed historical work (below, and chapter 4), as well as 

adequate responses to the difficulties raised, will be required to 

establish this position (p. 133).  
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I believe that such a bigger picture can readily be filled in which 

locates the concept of the divine at the very heart of human values.  

Much of the work in the last half to two thirds of the book 

contribute to the divine attributes of infinity and perfection. 

Clayton defends the legitimacy of a cognitive, realist form of 

theism, over against Kantian strictures.  

In the post-Kantian context we must acknowledge the regulation 

functions of theistic language-its role, for example, in grounding 

knowledge claims and creating meaning. Yet God-language can 

also be part of constitutive theories, theories that make claims to 

truth and can be examined accordingly (p. 275).  

The discussion of Kant‟s late philosophy of God is very useful. As 

Clayton moves through a discussion of German idealism he 

constructively builds his case for viewing God and the world as 

inextricably bound together. „The basic starting point for modern 

theistic metaphysics-the understanding of God as infinite-points 

unmistakably to a particular ontological position: the world cannot 

be fully separate or different from God‟ (p. 477).  

It would require more space than I can use in a review to pinpoint all 

the junctures where I believe Clayton underestimates the integrative 

nature of classical theism. I sometimes wonder whether William 

James was right about the role of temperament in philosophy. 

Perhaps Hegel had the sort of personality which made him (literally) 

unhappy when he entertained the prospects of dualism and theism, a 

spectre he characterised in terms of an „unhappy consciousness.‟ But 

I end this review by bracketing such speculation about temperament 

and the broader matters of my disagreement with Clayton over 

pantheism. Overall, Clayton has achieved something which all 

branches of theism („pan‟ or „en‟ or deistic) may appreciate. He has 

demonstrated that God is at the heart of the Western tradition. And 

he has wrestled with God philosophically and theologically in this 

sustained, masterful work.  

 

Charles Taliaferro 
St. Olaf College,USA 

 

Faith and Philosophical Analysis: The Impact of Analytical 
Philosophy of Religion, Edited by Harriet A. Harris and Christopher 

J. Insole  (Heythrop Studies in Contemporary Philosophy, Religion 

and Theology), Aldershot: Ashgate, 2005, viii + 201 pp., pb £ 16.99; 

isbn: 0–7645–3144–3. 
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[1] In this highly stimulating collection, a range of authors take the 

pulse of analytical philosophy of religion. The contributors were 

asked to reflect on the history and social context of analytical 

philosophy of religion and, as the editors acknowledge, there is a 

particular emphasis on the roots of the discipline in British 

universities, particularly Oxford. This is hardly a surprise given that 

of eleven contributors, all but two teach at British universities (or did 

so until retirement), and more than half are linked to Oxford, either 

as teachers or students. The editors point out, correctly, that the 

contributors acknowledge the importance of American influences in 

analytical philosophy of religion, and there are two contributors who 

teach in the USA. However, there is no acknowledgement of the 

thriving tradition of analytical philosophy of religion in Europe-not 

even a word of regret at the impossibility of including it. Still, the 

limited scope of the collection provides for a unity of focus, and the 

editors make no claim to present a comprehensive over-view of 

analytical philosophy: rather it constitutes a series of reflections on a 

very specific movement that originated in Oxford in the 1950‟s.  

[2] In the first paper, Basil Mitchell, a former Nolloth Professor of 

the Philosophy of the Christian Religion at Oxford, and one of the 

founding figures of the movement, describes its origin. At a time 

when a generation of philosophers was emerging who, under the 

influence of logical positivism, simply refused to take religious 

claims seriously, Mitchell joined forces with other philosophers 

and theologians to form a group known as „the Metaphysicals‟. Of 

course, in order to make their defence of religion convincing, 

Mitchell and his allies had to adopt methods of argument that 

would win the respect of their opponents, that is the respect of 

analytical philosophers, and thus was (British) analytical 

philosophy of religion born.  

[3] Judging by the evidence of this book, the tables have turned 

since those days. All of the contributors take for granted that 

philosophers should address religious questions, what is disputed is 

whether analytical philosophy provides the appropriate tools for 

doing so, with a strong suggestion that if the tools it provides are 

not up to the job, there is little point in learning how to use them.  

[4] Of course, that is partly a reflection of the kind of philosophers 

who were invited to contribute; I am sure that there are still many 

analytical philosophers who are content to ignore religious questions, 

but such philosophers would hardly take the trouble to contribute to a 

collection such as this. However, I think it also reflects a turning of the 
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tide. One can no longer take for granted the hegemonic status of 

analytical philosophy in British and American universities. For 

example, G.W. Kimura‟s paper, „Analytical Thought and the Myth of 

Anglo-American Philosophy‟, brashly depicts analytical philosophy 

as a movement whose time has come and gone: „Analytical 

philosophy did hold sway on both sides of the Atlantic, if only for a 

slice of the twentieth century, but that time is now past.‟ (p. 133) Giles 

Fraser‟s paper, „Modernism and the Minimal God‟ examines the 

cultural context in which analytical philosophers of religion, (as he 

argues), learned to make the mistake of ignoring the messy history of 

religion in order to concentrate on a supposed common core of beliefs 

shared by all religions. Fraser draws an analogy between analytical 

philosophy and modern art, suggesting, (as I understand his paper), 

that these were both movements that played a positive role in his own 

life, that made sense in a certain context, and that have left behind 

their masterpieces, but also that the time has come for artists and 

philosophers to move on.  

[5] The editors see a certain lack of respect for tradition as 

characteristic of analytical philosophy (p. 7), and one of them, 

Christopher Insole, expands on this in his paper, „The Forgetting of 

History‟, where he recalls being upbraided for his excessively 

historical approach to the subject in his first graduate tutorial with 

Richard Swinburne, who told him „…we are interested in truth, not 

who said it.‟ (p. 161) Given what has been noted about the 

geographical focus of this collection, it is hardly surprising that 

Swinburne emerges as the dominant figure within the discipline. 

He is the best representative of analytical philosophy of religion at 

its most analytical, defending the truth of Christianity using the 

same standards of rationality that prevail in the natural sciences.  

[6] It is interesting to note then that, in defending the analytical 

approach, both Insole and Swinburne use historical arguments. 

Swinburne sketches the history of apologetics from the Old 

Testament through to the present day, legitimising his approach by 

placing himself within a venerable tradition. Insole argues that the 

most charitable reading of analytical philosophers‟ deliberate 

forgetfulness of history (that is, the insistence on starting 

discussions from scratch, rather than from what must be said after 

Kant, or after Hegel), is loyalty to the political ideals of John 

Locke: by making writing accessible to any reader, whatever their 

historical background and commitments, we make a liberal society 

possible.  
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[7] It might seem paradoxical that Insole invokes history in order to 

defend an ahistorical approach, but such an objection would be 

frivolous. It is clear from his paper that what he finds objectionable 

is when a position is made to seem inevitable because it is the 

culmination of a historical process, particularly when this is 

presented in terms that are opaque to anyone who has not studied 

the history in question. However, taken together, his paper and 

Swinburne‟s establish that there is a legitimate use for historical 

arguments in philosophical theology, if only because establishing 

one‟s relation to history is a way of establishing one‟s identity, and 

theology is a discipline that, by its nature, cannot ignore questions 

of identity.  

[8] This perhaps explains why there has been a recent trend towards 

studying the history of analytical philosophy itself. Insole charitably 

ascribes the analytical neglect of history to a desire for a democratic 

philosophy. However, there is another explanation that is less 

charitable but perhaps more credible. Analytical philosophy began 

with a revolutionary fervour and, as in so many revolutions, what 

happened before the year zero was of no interest unless, perhaps, it 

could be seen as an anticipation of the revolution. Studying the history 

of philosophy became a matter of searching through ancient ruins 

trying to find stones that might be useful for the urgent building 

requirements of the present. However, the current generation of 

analytical philosophers was born long after the revolution. They are 

bound to its history because it was presented as a fait accompli, but 

they never took a conscious decision to participate in it, and have no 

particular reason to be committed to its ideals-particularly since one of 

those ideals was to be suspicious of commitment to maintaining 

traditions. So, they are studying their own history, looking to see what 

it was their revolutionary ancestors were committed to, so as to decide 

whether, and in what sense, they should maintain their fidelity. After a 

century of analytical philosophy, it takes some effort to sort through 

the past of analytical philosophy and find a shared sense of purpose; 

for example, Michael Dummett‟s Origins of Analytical Philosophy [1] 

can be read as an attempt to rally the troops around the slogan 

„Language is the vehicle of thought!‟  

[9] In this book, by contrast, no such rallying cry emerges. The 

defenders of analytical philosophy stand for clarity, respect for 

science, intellectual humility and taking the trouble to anticipate 

objections, but none of them claim that analytical philosophers 

were the first to discover these virtues. The paper by the late Cyril 
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Barrett (to whom the book is dedicated) might seem to be an 

exception. Its title, „The Wittgensteinian Revolution‟ leaves one in 

no doubt who was the great leader to whom we should look for 

inspiration, providing the opportunity to escape from the Cartesian 

search for certainty that has plagued modern philosophy, and to 

learn to value faith without falling into a simplistic fideism. 

Barrett‟s writing has an elegiac tone however, as he recognises that 

few philosophers these days are willing to adopt the 

Wittgensteinian approach, and he is left to reflect on the reasons 

why the world chooses to remain in darkness even though the 

saviour has come to cure the blind.  

[10] Two of the other writers are more positive about new directions 

that analytical philosophy of religion could take. Elizabeth Burns 

argues that Iris Murdoch‟s work can be read as a successful 

contribution to a project associated with analytical philosophers such 

as Braithwaite and Kee, that of re-interpreting religious language for 

a new era. Murdoch is best known as a writer of philosophical 

novels, and novels are hardly the preferred medium of analytical 

philosophy, which has always aligned itself with natural sciences 

rather than the arts. So, Burns is right to point out that Murdoch does 

not, at first, seem to be an analytical philosopher. However, she 

belongs to the same cultural milieu- Mitchell points out that she 

attended the first meeting of the Metaphysicals- and Burns argues 

that Murdoch only rejected the task of philosophical analysis 

because „the task of analysis has been too narrowly conceived.‟ (p. 

57) So reading Murdoch as an analytical philosopher is a matter of 

broadening our idea of what analytical philosophy can do.  

[11] Harriet Harris asks „Does Analytical Philosophy Clip Our 

Wings?‟ Students turn to philosophy of religion for spiritual succour, 

only to find that analytical philosophers typically have more modest 

goals. But need this be so? Harris discusses Alvin Plantinga and 

Nicholas Wolterstorff as representatives of reformed epistemology, 

who argue that belief in God need not be based upon rational 

arguments, because God has equipped us with a sensus divinitatis 

that enables us to acknowledge the truth of his existence. As she 

notes, Wolterstorff has also written movingly about how the loss of 

his son shaped his understanding of God, [2] and has argued that a 

life of contemplation, or a life spent fighting injustice could also 

yield a deeper understanding of God. (p. 109) Harris calls upon 

religious epistemologists to consider such themes further, examining 

how a religious life (in many senses of that term) can enable us to be 



170     BookReview 
 

 

more perceptive of truth. Like Burns, Harris broadens our 

conception of what analytical philosophy of religion can be.  

[12] But as we broaden the conception of analytical philosophy of 

religion, does anything remain that is distinctively analytical? The 

blurring of the boundaries is particularly evident in the papers of 

Charles Taliaferro and Pamela Sue Anderson. Taliaferro defends 

the proposition that the goal of philosophy is to obtain a God‟s eye 

view, and Anderson disagrees on feminist grounds. Within the 

context of a collection such as this, one might be tempted to bill 

this debate as Analytical Philosophy versus Feminist Philosophy, 

but those hoping for a good knockabout will be disappointed: 

Taliaferro and Anderson are talking to each other rather than past 

each other, and seem to be on the way towards achieving mutual 

understanding. Certainly there is a disagreement, but from the way 

that disagreement is pursued, it is apparent that we do not have two 

totally different and incompatible conceptions of what philosophy 

is. In the famous conclusion of George Orwell‟s allegory, Animal 

Farm, everyone looks from humans to pigs and pigs to humans, but 

nobody is able to tell the difference: man and beast share the same 

moral corruption. I would say the same about Taliaferro and 

Anderson, with the important difference that the traits they share 

are positive rather than negative. But if analytical philosophy of 

religion can no longer be sharply separated from other ways of 

doing philosophy, does it still exist as a distinct entity?  

[13] The movement that is being studied here began as an attempt 

to battle a strongly anti-religious form of philosophy with its own 

tools. That battle is over now, and the tools can be turned to other 

uses, or discarded as no longer necessary. The veterans of the battle 

have important lessons to teach the next generation, and there are 

plenty who are willing to learn, but if they choose to fight battles, 

they will be different ones. A reader who is new to the subject 

would discover more about analytical philosophy of the 1950s, 

than about non-religious analytical philosophy of the present day. 

Insole, it is true, surveys the contemporary analytical scene, but he 

does so in order to indicate the diversity rather than to find a shared 

agenda. If this book is to be believed, A.J. Ayer‟s thought 

dominated Oxford in the 1950‟s not in that everyone accepted it, 

but that nobody could ignore it. If any single philosopher has 

dominated the agenda in Oxford in recent times, it is Donald 

Davidson, but although he merits inclusion in Insole‟s survey, there 

is no sense that he, or any other analytical philosopher, is someone 
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religious thinkers have to reckon with rather than one of many 

thinkers they might choose to engage with. In this sense, analytical 

philosophy of religion no longer seems to be defined by its 

relationship to analytical philosophy as such, although that is not to 

suggest that all links has been severed.  

[14] If the aim of the collection is to take the pulse of analytical 

philosophy, it seems to me that it emerges as a child that has come 

of age: alive, healthy and with a new set of friends.  

 

Endnote: 
 

[1] Michael Dummett, Origins of Analytical Philosophy (Cambridge Massachusetts 

1996). 

[2] Nicholas Wolterstorff, Lament For A Son (London 1997). 
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