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Foreword





The re-issuing of MacKinnon’s (1913-1994) Borderlands of Theology in 2024 signals a persistent and developing interest in the eccentric Scotsman’s theological, philosophical, and ethical provocations. First published in 1968, this collection of occasional essays and lectures constitutes something of a time capsule, conjuring a set of post-war controversies in Oxbridge idiosyncratic to that time and place. And yet the temptations toward facile idealism, moral relativism, soulless utilitarianism, and ecclesiastical fundamentalism are still with us, and for this reason, MacKinnon’s motivating anxieties and convictions resonate still.


MacKinnon’s academic career began at Keble College, Oxford, in 1937, continued at the University of Aberdeen from 1947-1960, and flourished in Cambridge where he held the Norris Hulse Professorship between 1960 and 1978. Through these posts, and the academic community surrounding them, Mackinnon was formed by discussions and influences which were then imparted to the next generation of thinkers. MacKinnon’s philosophical temper was shaped by what he perceived to be the discrediting of 19th Century idealism by new purgative waves of empiricism and logical positivism, and, in time, the so-called ‘linguistic turn’ in which Wittgenstein would play a seminal role. There were also other influences, such as when, in 1932, MacKinnon’s teacher at New College, Isaiah Berlin, invited him to join a selective all-male discussion group ‘The Brethren’, at which A.J. Ayer held court and logical positivism was in vogue. Later, as a Fellow of Keble College, MacKinnon taught Iris Murdoch, Mary Midgley, and Philippa Foot from Trinity Term 1940 until their finals in 1942. All of them would cite MacKinnon’s influence in helping them to resist the dominant strains of moral subjectivism, and each went on to forge creative philosophical legacies in their own right. He also taught Plato to Elizabeth Anscombe, and with her, was involved in Oxford Pax, an anti-war group based at Blackfriars; and his position at Cambridge was where his lasting influence on Rowan Williams was cemented.


Throughout the essays and lectures in this collection, we find evidence of MacKinnon’s profound but not uncritical commitment to the Kantian ‘revolution’. Clearly, he was a passionate teacher of Kant’s philosophy to new generations of students and, as the thoughtful review of Strawson’s Bounds of Sense in this volume suggests, maintained an intense interest in contemporary developments in Kantian scholarship. For MacKinnon, Kant had achieved an impressive and necessary deconstructive transformation of inherited metaphysical and theological foundations, but, crucially, intended to leave space for faith via a demanding but overly rigid conception of practical morality. MacKinnon emerged from his reading of Kant convinced that agnosticism was always to be preferred to the much more corrosive temptations of anthropocentrism. His philosophical contemporaries, however, were plunging the scalpel of scepticism far more deeply than loyal Kantians, as they advanced what we now call the analytic and linguistic ‘turns’ in philosophy. Their influence had swept through Oxford and Cambridge, challenging complacency in divinity faculties, and dislodging time-worn methods of grounding theological and moral epistemology, which were, in any case, being destabilised from within by theological modernists.


MacKinnon came away from his early philosophical reading convinced that the idealism espoused by a previous generation was flawed in its fundamental logic. He also faulted its all too confident assertion of metaphysical truth, and what he perceived as its unacceptable implications for philosophical and political responses to concrete suffering. MacKinnon would reject any form of idealism that championed metaphysical or ideological universals to the detriment of particular cases, and resisted attempts at rolling particular experiences of contradiction or suffering into sacred ‘theodicies’ or secular ‘synthesises’. This was in a context in which some British theological modernists had embraced local adaptations of the Hegelian legacy enthusiastically. These theological modernists looked to idealists such as Green, Bradley and Joachim in the hope of advancing a metaphysical framework within which Christianity might be deemed sufficiently rational, and thus justified in fulfilling its role as the midwife to inevitable social progress. The horrors of both World Wars of the early 20th Century, together with significant moral failures of the churches, made such systems impossible and unconscionable for Mackinnon.


In reaction, MacKinnon’s philosophical and theological soundings took on a realist temper: greater weight was given to the intellectual labour of apprehending reality rather than constructing it, even if a restless Kantian concern for the conditions that make this apprehension possible were returned to again and again. Attentiveness to the concrete particular is seen to ground and discipline flights into the abstract and general. In terms of contemporary philosophical dialogue partners, John Wisdom and R.G Collingwood loomed large: their opposition to facile moral subjectivism, openness to the problem of metaphysics, and nuanced positioning within a dialectic between realism and idealism garnered MacKinnon’s admiration. While both figures were seen to avoid the worst temptations of idealism, they also joined MacKinnon in avoiding the temptation to imagine the possibility of presuppositionless knowledge, or the realist view associated with John Cook Wilson and H.A. Pritchard, tending instead toward a position which held that the act of knowing made no difference to what is known.


In the realm of theology, P.T. Forsyth, Henry Scott Holland, Karl Barth, and Hans Urs von Balthasar became lively conversation partners, providing radical alternatives to the types of idealist and modernist theological options MacKinnon found unconvincing. However dramatic the difference between these theologians and the atheistically-minded analytic philosophers encountered in his formative years in Oxford, MacKinnon saw analogous moves in their realist commitment to apprehending the world in terms of facts presented, rather than mere wish fulfilment. He saw promise in the way each of these theologians, albeit with vastly different emphasises and temperaments, sought a metaphysically minimalist post-Kantian orthodoxy that also took seriously the ‘fact-like’, historically-rooted nature of Christological dogma, even as the language employed became more mythic and poetic by necessity. Embracing a realistic appraisal of theology’s growing marginality in the British university, and the secularisation unfolding beyond it, MacKinnon rejected any sort a panicked retreat into nostalgic dogmatism, reactionary metaphysics, or ‘ecclesiastical fundamentalism’. Furthermore, he admired theologians and philosophers who were unafraid to see poetry and the imagination as servants of a truly rational apprehension of reality, rather than its enemy. Such a conviction is evident in the esteem MacKinnon gives to St. John’s gospel throughout his oeuvre.


Perhaps one way to summarise MacKinnon’s distinctive stance is to say that he was a quintessentially modern theologian who thoroughly rejected the extremes of fashionable ‘theological modernism.’ By this I mean that MacKinnon was acutely aware of the technological, political and scientific revolutions that marked the transition to the 20th Century, and its associated philosophical developments, such as existentialism and logical positivism. He, however, distanced himself from theologians who concluded that the Christological affirmations articulated at Nicaea and Chalcedon were no longer viable as a result, as if by default. For MacKinnon, the theological modernists were right to see Kant, Wittgenstein, and to a lesser extent Freud, as offering unavoidable purgative therapies, yet they were wrong to abandon the apocalyptic, wrong to downgrade the patristic Christological inheritance, wrong to downplay the impulse that gave rise to the language of classical metaphysics (particularly notions of ‘substance’), and wrong to seek a new foundation for theological claims in unmoored religious experience and moral optimism.


As history seemed to be taking an apocalyptic turn with the ‘revelation’ of the holocaust and the advent of atomic weaponry, MacKinnon joined theologians pointing to the apocalyptic rupture of the crucifixion as a source for theological and ecclesial purgation, endurance, and possible renewal. For me, the essays in this volume that are the most bold, autobiographical, and suggestive are those focused on Christology, and the most urgent and angry pertain to what MacKinnon saw as the church’s anaemic response to the advent of Britain’s post-war policy of nuclear deterrence. While the essays on Christology explore the kenotic particularity of Jesus’ life and death, the essays on atomic weaponry seek to highlight the temptation, in the spirit of Caiaphas, to push Christ to the margins on the strength of a debased utilitarian calculous. In this way, the potential for theological moralising to become unfaithful was never far from MacKinnon’s concern; indeed, it came to strike him as almost inevitable within the context of a Church established by law. Drawing moral theology into close contact with Christology was a way of offsetting temptations to abstraction and legalism, which MacKinnon perceived as insulating the church from the traumas of history, the cry of the suffering, and the pragmatic, often tragic, choices of discipleship.


In keeping with this Christological focus, MacKinnon’s standard of judgement was not sought in ‘neutral’ secular philosophy, but in the particular life and fate of Jesus, whose way of affirming divine command and natural law was via antinomian disruption, and the use of provocative open-ended parables and sacramental signs. In developing a mode of Christian practical reason that sought to avoid subjectivism and abstraction, MacKinnon was inspired by Bishop Joseph Butler. He saw opportunities and temptations in the Augustinian-Protestant and Aristotelian-Thomistic trajectories, and felt no need to make a facile choice between them. Both could turn concrete moral dilemmas into dry intellectual puzzles, rather than invitations to remain awake with Christ in the garden of gethsemane, where the contours of the obligation and its cost may become disturbingly clear, or avoided all together. We may detect a faint resonance here with Bernard William’s 1965 essay ‘Ethical Consistency’, where notions of reason, both over-confident and impoverished, leave us in the position of thinking that every moral dilemma must be solvable, if only more information was gathered and more intensive thought undertaken. We might also see resonances of the work of Stanley Cavell, who, like MacKinnon, circles around to the task of description and re-description, drawing on various resources in philosophical and literary canon to enact a kind of therapy. His work identifies various temptations that arise when we attempt to apprehend moral obligation in the midst of the sheer intractability and complexity of human entanglements.


As a theologian, MacKinnon clung to the ‘fact-like’ quality of Christ’s revolutionary presence in history, the ‘fact-like’ nature of moral imperatives that flowed from it, and the ‘fact’ that individuals and groups can always choose otherwise but are also constrained by limited vision and structural injustices. Such ‘facts’ render human beings as both supremely dignified and the most tragic of creatures. In this vein, one of MacKinnon’s most daring moves, shocking at the time but now very much mainstream, was to interpret Jesus’ choice to plumb the depths of failure and humiliation on the cross in tragic terms. The cross was simultaneously the event giving rise to Christian claims relating to universal redemption, the ‘destiny’ to which Jesus was obediently bound, and a dramatic failure that could have been otherwise. In his other writings, the fate of Judas and the thread of distorted theologising that turns the crucifixion into an impetus for anti-Judaism and antisemitism in the centuries thereafter typified for MacKinnon the necessity of the tragic ascription. That Christians may both worship the tortured saviour and become torturers and killers themselves, fuelled by moral certainties pertaining to divine imperative or convictions pertaining to the greater good of Church and State, is a devastating manifestation of tragic and a rebuke to theologies that trade in facile optimism. And yet, for MacKinnon, in as far as tragedy can drive us to a place of agnostic protest and purgation, to the foot of the cross, it may also be a means by which questions of transcendence may emerge once again. As human bodies and language itself are contorted by suffering and inarticulacy, a way of endurance may open by which tragedy is perceived without the loss of hope.


Many aspects of MacKinnon’s thought presented in these pages remains opaque, partially developed, bound to a particular contexts, and shaped by a refusal to enact forms of clarity and closure where such things would be dishonest to the intractability of the problems encountered. Even so, readers may discern here the workings of a courageous and original thinker. Perhaps his decision to stay in the ‘borderlands’ will offer inspiration to those questing for a renewed catholic humanism in a context marked by dangerous climate change and post-truth politics. It may be that MacKinnon inspires theologians and moral philosophers to range between disciplinary boundaries, avoiding easy answers, enacting bold experiments in moral realism and also in faith.


Andrew Bowyer


July 2024













Editors’ Introduction





In the essays collected in this volume Professor MacKinnon discusses a great variety of theological, philosophical, moral and political topics. It is part of his accomplishment that he is able to deal with such a remarkable range of topics in a firsthand and authoritative way. But if these diverse efforts, however remarkable, were not connected there would perhaps be little justification for presenting them in a single volume. The fact is, however, that they are connected. Professor MacKinnon does something to bring out their connections with one another in his introductory essay. Indeed it will be obvious that despite their diverse topics they are connected, both in content and in manner, to a very considerable degree. In this introduction we wish mainly to underline some features of the manner of Professor MacKinnon’s thought, which he does not adumbrate in his introductory essay, but which seem to us to connect his efforts in different fields and to endow those efforts with some of their characteristic opportunities and dangers. But we will also make some remarks on the continuing relevance of Professor MacKinnon’s essays to the fields he discusses, and on the problems that underlie the further development of his thought.


Professor MacKinnon’s thought is in many ways, in several senses reflective, meditative, dialectical, concrete. We do not mean that he does not often concern himself with very general, very abstract questions. On the contrary, some of his most characteristic efforts have been made in connection with questions that are, on the face of it at least, of an extremely remote, abstract, philosophical character. He has, moreover, never been averse to the consideration and use of the technical terminologies devised by philosophers and theologians for the discussion of these very general questions in very general terms. At any rate he is far more inclined to use these terminologies, far more convinced that their use will help us make further advances in our philosophical or theological efforts than is, for instance, Professor John Wisdom, to whose work he often alludes and of whom he writes in extenso in the review-article on Professor Wisdom’s Paradox and Discovery we have here reprinted.


In this connection we may remark the profound historical learning Professor MacKinnon brings to bear on all the fields he considers. We may also remark the extent of his indebtedness to traditional philosophers and modes of philosophizing. This indebtedness is selective and critical; he is quick to condemn irrelevance and anachronism. But he clearly owes much to Kant in epistemology and metaphysics and in moral philosophy; in moral philosophy he is also heavily indebted to Butler.


Nevertheless, Professor MacKinnon’s thought embodies a movement to the concrete in some respects comparable to, and influenced by, the diverse movements to the concrete found in, and characteristic of, philosophers of the linguistic or analytic school in Great Britain and philosophers of the existential and phenomenological schools on the European continent. This is true despite the fact that the linguistic and existential movements are so often set in polemical opposition. Indeed their several proponents sometimes regard their cross-channel counterparts as hopelessly removed from the sorts of concrete reflection that would alone enable them to deal properly with philosophical difficulties. No doubt the movement to the concrete that is so characteristic of twentieth century thought is at times an extremely equivocal commonplace.


The fact remains that Professor MacKinnon, almost alone in the English-speaking world, indeed almost alone, has tried with considerable success to think in ways that approximate, and that enable him to assimilate and to react to, some of the characteristic concerns, emphases and insights of these opposed movements. But while he has been engaged with these contemporary developments he has also been concerned to assess and to utilize the inheritance of philosophy from, for instance, Plato and Aristotle, the scholastics, the British empiricists and the idealists. These endeavours have given him some quite considerable advantages as a moral philosopher; he is able, for instance, to bring to bear the insights of Kierkegaard, Buber and Marcel upon the claims of the utilitarians with devastating effect. They have also given him advantages in metaphysics and philosophy of religion. One of these advantages lies in his acquaintance with and profound concern for the positivistic and linguistic critique of speculative metaphysics and theology, which enable him to write on the problem of metaphysics with a wariness and sophistication whose absence in continental authors frequently makes them appear merely dogmatic or naïve.


Yet in neither case is Professor MacKinnon unbalanced by his advantages. If he criticizes utilitarian moral theorists for their disregard of, inter alia, the limits set by justice and veracity, he nevertheless recognizes the extent to which, within those limits, we should today all be utilitarians in our social and political calculations. When he expounds the existentialists he does not indulge in facile invidious comparisons of their metaphilosophical sophistication with that found in analytic circles. He concerns himself instead with effecting a proper appreciation of their substantive philosophical accomplishments.


Analagous remarks can be made about Professor MacKinnon’s relations to historical and contemporary developments in theology. It is not perhaps so unusual for a theologian to plumb at once the depths of continental theologians like Barth and von Balthasar, and at the same time to continue the reflections of Forsyth, Scott Holland, or Dodd. Still it seems to us that the degree of Professor MacKinnon’s combined involvement with these theological traditions is unique. Certainly he is uniquely well placed to consider the relations of these developments in theology to speculative philosophy, epistemology, and the philosophy of religion.


These considerations are far from irrelevant to the ways in which Professor MacKinnon carries us to the concrete. But they do not sufficiently illuminate one way he does so, which gives rise to some of the most distinctive features of his thought.


It is characteristic of analytic philosophy to lay great stress on the distinctions between the different levels and types of thought that pertain to any given subject-matter or set of problems. It is, for instance, now usual for analytic moral philosophers to distinguish sharply between substantive ethical questions and meta-ethical questions, that is questions about the nature of ethical questions of the first order. Sometimes it is allowed that perfectly general and fundamental ethical questions, questions of ethical principle, are of a peculiarly reflective character as contrasted with other substantive ethical questions. It may then be allowed that such questions of principle are, as other first-order ethical questions are not, in a certain sense philosophical questions. But questions of ethical principle are still sharply distinguished from questions addressed to the general nature of ethical discourse. It is also usual for analytic moral philosophers to distinguish, though often with less certainty, ethical and even meta-ethical questions from questions in moral psychology and in metaphysics. It is usual for these philosophers to insist that questions of these different sorts should be treated separately or at least in such a way that they do not become confused, in such a way that we do not begin to suppose that answers to questions of one of these types will include answers to questions of another.


Professor MacKinnon does not write without attention to such distinctions, whether in moral philosophy or elsewhere. In the essays collected here, and in other places, for instance in his A Study in Ethical Theory,1 he gives distinctions of the sort mentioned careful, if not always conventional, consideration. But he does not treat questions of these different sorts in isolation, nor does he regard them as mutually irrelevant to the degree that they are widely thought to be by analytic moral philosophers.


He has noticed and he seeks further to explore the extent to, and the ways in which discussions of these quite different types sometimes overlap and inter-penetrate, echo and influence one another. It has struck him how even such an abstract, purely analytic, doctrine as Moore’s view that good is a simple, indefinable, non-natural quality, may lend a certain colour to consideration of the most particular ethical questions, and by affecting the aspect of those questions for those who reflect on them may alter the outcome of their reflections and influence the actions based on them.2 It has also struck him that the declarations of inevitability with which men’s responses to the realities of the nuclear age are studded, have an affinity with those philosophical arguments about freewill and determinism by which, in a sphere remote from practice, attempts are made to undermine our notions of the responsibility we have for our actions.


These and similar observations have, we believe, in part been made possible for Professor MacKinnon by his concrete approach to moral philosophy. Undoubtedly we all begin in media res, confronted by and engaged on a vast variety of particular first-order ethical questions, and sometimes meet with or arrive at questions that pertain to ethics in other ways, all too confusingly related to the particular ethical questions with which we began. The impulse to distinguish the different sorts of questions that mingle in and intersect with our practical deliberations is a natural one. The difficulty is that we hardly begin to make the necessary distinctions, when we begin to feel we may be left, having made them, with the disjecta membra of the moral life. It is easy to be overcome by this feeling and to turn back, with little but scorn for our efforts at distinction, to the realities of practical life. It is also easy to ignore it, or to flout it, and to press on to the extreme reached by those moral philosophers who forever proudly proclaim the purity of their analytic efforts, unrelated altogether to questions of concrete ethical concern. It is easy, too, to pretend to meet this difficulty by an account of the different sorts of ethical question that does little but present vulgar confusions in fancy dress. Alternatively, the meta-ethicist may take to serving an exceedingly thin gruel in the philosophical soup-kitchens.


Professor MacKinnon avoids these unfortunate reactions to philosophical reflection on moral and political matters. He continues to press on our attention the differences of level that emerge in ethical reflection, even while he works to improve our grasp and deepen our understanding of the sorts of connection that exist between types of ethical reflection in some ways extremely remote from one another. He finds himself reflecting on questions of direct practical importance, and as he continues his reflections he finds himself naturally led on to levels of thought quite different from, though still related to those with which he began. He delineates with great sensitivity the affinities and conflicts that arise within and between these different levels of thought. Among the conflicts he considers is that between his own style of deepened reflection on concrete ethical questions, and the thought of those whose concern for the distinctions of type within ethical reflection has led them to deny or neglect some of the connections and resonances of the different types. Professor MacKinnon would allow that the distinctions as well as the affinities among particular ethical questions, questions of general ethical principle, meta-ethical questions, questions in moral psychology, and questions in metaphysics should be brought out as fully as possible. But he would insist that even these efforts might serve to improve the quality of our reflections on all levels, including the most concrete, and not only on the level of meta-ethical philosophy.


The same mode of consideration in the concrete, in the sense that the affinities and relevance to first-order, particular questions are continually sought, even while we pursue the more general and the higher-order questions to which we are naturally led in the development of our reflections on them, characterizes Professor MacKinnon’s thought on non-ethical subjects as well.


It is part of the business of any philosopher to compare and to contrast, to show the connections and want of connections between different types of problem and subject-matter. Accordingly, if a philosopher is to do all that he might, he will have to consider the relations and the differences between those subjects and problems that are most remote from one another, as well as those that are most closely connected. It is partly for these reasons that Professor MacKinnon’s essays on almost any topic are full of references to other topics, even some quite different topics.


But this is not, by itself, a sufficient explanation of the degree to which this is true of Professor MacKinnon’s thought. Again we submit that his concern to reflect the full range of considerations to which our efforts to meet problems will on occasion naturally lead us, affords part of the explanation of this feature of his thought. The same habit of consideration in concreto encourages him to relate discussions of problems in theology, for instance, to the circumstances in which those discussions took place and by which their forms and development were influenced. He carries this line of thought further by suggesting that it also applies to those who make use of it. In this way he at once takes to the limit and indicates the limitations of such circumstantial considerations.


As for the relevance of these essays to present-day thought and problems in the fields discussed, we think enough is said in the essays themselves and in Professor MacKinnon’s introductory essay to make that relevance plain enough in most cases. But there is at least one matter on which something more might be said. That matter is raised by the essay on “Verifiability”, which was the first paper in a symposium whose other participants were the late Dr F. Waismann and Professor William Kneale.3 It is also involved in the other essays in this volume in which Professor MacKinnon discusses Kantian epistemological themes, most notably in his essay on Professor P. F. Strawson’s The Bounds of Sense.


Waismann’s symposium paper has received much attention and acclaim, and it is one of the merits of Professor MacKinnon’s paper to have provoked it. In it Waismann introduced the notion of open texture as a characteristic of some concepts, and used it to argue that material-thing propositions could not be reduced to propositions about sense-impressions. It is not our intention here to explain or explore further these moves by Waismann, which have been given close scrutiny by many philosophers. What we wish to remark is the way Waismann brushed aside Professor MacKinnon’s description of the verificationist doctrine as evidentialism, the idea that the meaning of a statement is simply the evidence that could conceivably be produced for it, as irrelevant to the most recent developments of empiricism. Also we should remark how Waismann argued against Professor MacKinnon’s suggestion that the notion of causal relatedness is essentially involved in our notion of objective reality.


Waismann was right to think that the conception of levels of language, each distinguished by its own irreducible logic but nevertheless related by meaning to other levels, did represent a novel development in empiricism to which he himself contributed. But Waismann was wrong if he expected that ideas of the sort he thought had been superseded would have no further role in the development of analytic philosophy. In fact the reductive verificationist dogma still has a widespread deep influence on philosophers.


He was also wrong to pay no more attention than he did to Professor MacKinnon’s suggestion that certain special concepts, categorial concepts, play a central role both in effecting the evidential relations, and in establishing the logical differences, between different levels of language. In so far as Professor MacKinnon’s words might be taken to imply that the concepts of quantum mechanics could be rejected on a priori grounds, no doubt Waismann was right to protest at them. All the same he did not give an adequate account of the uses of the notion of cause in discussions of reality. Waismann at times gave the impression that causal notions have a merely historical relation to our notion of reality. But this was surely a mistake; surely causal notions, whether or not they are to be analysed in terms of regular sequence, belong to the central core of notions involved in thought about what is the case.


We believe that Professor MacKinnon’s reflections on these topics deserve to be taken seriously, and carried further. One way in which they could be taken further is by consideration of the way causal ideas may crop up in extremely simple cases of reflection on philosophical theories. For instance, when plain men are presented with the idea that nothing, at least no material thing, exists unperceived, they may respond with the lie direct, “How absurd! How can anyone think that the table doesn’t exist when no one’s in the dining room?” In a word they may respond merely by referring to counter-examples. But they may respond in another way as well. They may say, “You see the porch-roof out the window. But you don’t see the pillars that support it. Now if things don’t exist unperceived, what’s holding the porch-roof up?”4


We do not wish to suggest that the idealist philosophers who fathered this preposterous theory would have no “answer”; philosophers always do. But the plain man’s response to the idealist doctrine with a causal argument shows nevertheless that causal notions are very closely and fundamentally related to our notion of reality, and are required for any adequate account of the way we distinguish external realities from our perceptions of them. This is a matter that deserves further study by philosophers.


But it is not along these lines, at least not merely along these lines, that Professor MacKinnon would have us consider philosophical difficulties about theology and speculative metaphysics. The verificationist difficulties here do not vanish, though they are transformed, when we have eliminated the reductionist preconceptions that play havoc with the epistemology of common sense. As the debate about these difficulties has advanced, it has become increasingly clear how closely they are related to the older difficulties for religious belief, comprised under the title “the problem of evil”. Despite some strictures on this problem, Professor MacKinnon does not deny but acknowledges the relevance of its elements to theology and the philosophy of religion. He does not deny or minimize the reality of evils, physical and moral. He will have no truck with those who do so by declaring these evils to be illusory, by scholastic re-description of them as privations, or by alleging that they are incorporated in some optimistic scheme of development. On the contrary, he is aware that the most sophisticated modern-day philosophies of religion and theologies may incorporate subtle forms of these old evasions. He is also aware of the ways in which first-order religious and theological evasions of these difficulties may find their way on to other levels of discussion. It does not escape him, for instance, that meta-religious studies such as Mr D. Z. Phillip’s The Concept of Prayer may provide a refuge in which religious beliefs avoid confrontation with reality.


Professor MacKinnon recognizes the difficulty of relating the characteristic language of Christianity (and of other religions) to reality. He sees that when language is used to refer to the transcendent, the concepts and categories it expresses are strained to breaking point, however much our language in religion and theology, in speculative metaphysics, and in morality presses us towards these limits. This is one reason he concerns himself with paradoxical styles of thought, and problems as to their status.


But he has not neglected how many of the doctrines of Christianity are, in part at least, tied to reality by claims of simple fact. Professor MacKinnon detects evasion in the theological doctrines of the demythologizers who, under the pressure of historical and even epistemological difficulties, have tried to evacuate Christianity of its contingent historical contents by reinterpretation. We may also remark parallel evasions on the level of meta-religious thought. Some recent linguistic accounts of religious belief have tried to take a short way with verificationist difficulties through disclaiming any sort of relation to reality, in or beyond experience, for references to the transcendent. Some of these accounts have gone so far as to interpret even the simplest matter-of-fact beliefs in religion away from any requirement of correspondence to reality.5


Professor MacKinnon sees how the claims of Christianity involve both references to the transcendent and statements of simple fact. He sees indeed how both these elements are combined, above all in its Christology, in ways that are profoundly perplexing, but still essential to its teaching. No doubt the peculiar combination of these different sorts of claim in Christianity adds to the difficulties associated with belief in it. It may nevertheless be true that the most favourable locus for a clarification of these difficulties, including difficulties about the status of reference to the transcendent, lies in the distinctive complexities of Christian doctrine.


But the enterprise upon which Professor MacKinnon is engaged is not yet complete; we shall perhaps be better able to judge it when we have before us his Gifford lectures, The Problem of Metaphysics. It is already clear, however, that his approach to the problems of philosophy of religion combines an unusual openness to secular and even anti-religious perspectives with a highly original effort to treat these problems in a Christological light.


George W. Roberts


Donovan E. Smucker
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	  1.  A. and C. Black, 1957.



	  2.  Professor MacKinnon has discussed Moore’s doctrines and their practical influence in this and in other respects in his A Study in Ethical Theory, largely in relation to the reflections of J. M. Keynes on Moore’s influence in “My Early Beliefs” (in Two Memoirs, Rupert Hart-Davis, 1949).



	  3.  The symposium on “Verifiability” was presented at the Joint Session of the Aristotelian Society and Mind Association in 1945. The papers may be found in Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society, Supplementary Volume XIX (1945), at pp. 101–164.



	  4.  Perhaps it is worth while recording that we have here given a slightly stylized version of an actual conversation between a philosopher and a plain man.



	  5.  See, for instance, Ludwig Wittgenstein, Lectures on Aesthetics, Psychology and Religious Belief, ed. by Father C. Barrett, Blackwell, 1966.
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Author’s Introductory Essay





This collection of papers has been made possible by the initiative, kindness and hard work of Professor George Roberts and Professor Smucker. At their suggestion I have added this introductory essay, indicating the sort of unity that binds together the items of this collection. Inevitably such an essay has grown in the course of preparation: for it has become not simply a partial description of what is contained in the papers which follow, and the different foci of interest to which they bear witness, but an interpretation of past work in the light of present preoccupations and indeed of intention for publication of much more extended and sustained work, now almost ready to appear. So I do not simply describe or characterize; I try to show where the thought here embodied has led and is leading me. Especially in the concluding section I have argued for a viewpoint to which increasingly I would commit myself publicly, namely that if we live in an age in which we must acknowledge faith to be precarious, we also live in an age in which our perception of the objects of faith may be renewed.


The papers which this volume contains bear witness to three related preoccupations; the first is philosophical, the second theological and the third ethical. But the three are in fact related. Thus, if I say that in philosophy my chief concern has been with the question of the limits of experience, of intelligible, descriptive discourse, with the kind of questions discussed by Kant as that philosopher is presented in Mr P. F. Strawson’s recent book The Bounds of Sense and by Professor Wisdom in some of the papers contained in Paradox and Discovery, I know that this preoccupation has deeply affected and been affected by my besetting theological concern with issues of Christology. Again, where ethics are concerned, it is with the group of issues that certainly raise very sharply the adequacy of utilitarian norms of judgment, which very soon remind the reflective student of the tragic elements in human life, of the sorts of deeply personal dialectical self-interrogation in which, in the concrete, the issue discussed in traditional moral philosophy under the rubric “conflict of duties” is sometimes worked out that I have largely occupied myself. In Plato’s highly significant quarrel with the tragedians we find the birth of a kind of ethical reflection which deliberately eschews the method of description and re-description and substitutes the quest for an authoritative transcendent norm which at once supplies a standard of judgment and a resting place for the interrogative spirit. More than perhaps we realize we are in bondage to the consequences of that revolution. And it is at least arguable that when the tumult and the shouting dies it will be seen that the role of the existentialists has been to set a question-mark against it, and to raise (as of course Hegel in his Jugendschriften may be said to have raised) the question of the ontological import of the tragic dialectic. I say that this issue has been raised; it has been raised but not resolved. For even if we substitute a quite different system of projection for the expression of our discontent with ethical naturalism, we shall still have to face the question of truth and falsity, the question whether what we represent in any sense corresponds with what is.


So the three issues to which I have continually returned are mutually involved one with the other.


Take first, however, the philosophical questions which have chiefly engaged me. In a sentence, what has concerned me is the question of the experiential significance of factual concepts. It is undoubtedly one of the central themes of Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason, and one with which he is able to deal with particular acuteness by means of his rigorous demarcation of categories from other concepts. There is no doubt whatever that he assigns a special role, a role that he characterizes as necessary in the sense of indispensable, to certain notions and concepts, for instance the notion of spatio-temporal unity and the concepts of substantial permanence and causality. For him we know a priori (in a sense he tries painfully and not always unsuccessfully to define) that whatever enters our experience as a physical event, however remote in time or distant in space, must find its date and place in the same time order as the writing of this essay. Again he agrees we know apart from the detailed and various deliverances of our experience that whatever is to qualify as an objective constituent of that experience must manifest certain pervasive factors; and the necessity of their presence he is at pains to make a matter of proof. If we do not know a priori what the world is like in its rich variety and its complex and vastly detailed history, we know the forms to which that detail must conform; we know what conditions must be satisfied if anything is to be treated as a constituent of the world to which we belong. Yet he insists that even where these structural notions are concerned, it must be possible to qualify the conditions of their use in relation to our experience. Without the notion of the conformity of events to law, we cannot spell out the order of our world; we cannot even through our senses have commerce with anything worthy to be called a world. Yet the significance of the notion is exhausted by the continuity it enables us to introduce into that with which our senses make it possible for us to have commerce, a continuity without which what the senses disclose would be empty of objective significance for us.


I mention Kant here although I do not ignore the extent to which his Analytic of Principles has been criticized by modern logical empiricists technically competent in respect of the tremendous transformations effected in our understanding of the natural world since his day. One cannot work and teach in Cambridge without being made continually aware that it is in the laboratories of the molecular biological research unit and in the Mullard Radio astronomical observatory rather than in the libraries and lecture rooms of the Divinity School that the frontiers of human knowledge are being pushed back! But even as these frontiers are extended, so men still find themselves, if they are technically competent, able to assimilate and make their own what is learnt; assimilate and assess, distinguishing the merely speculative from the partially confirmed, the tentative from the relatively certain, the kind of reorganization of theoretical concepts demanded by increase of understanding over against the system supposedly to be replaced.


The modern logical empiricist, however deeply he may quarrel, e.g. with Kant’s adherence to the authority of Euclidean geometry, must admire his sharp perception of the special status and role of structural concepts or categories. For this perception enabled Kant to pioneer a kind of empiricism that was not in bondage to the illusion of supposing the complexities of the actual public world to be constructible out of the short-lived, fragmentary, private simplicities of individual sense-experience. It was a part of his achievement to enable the empiricist principle of the necessarily experiential import of factual concepts to be stated without any suggestion of the falsehood that conceptual activity is a sort of ghostly surrogate for the vivid actuality of sense awareness.


It is for these reasons as well as for others that his criticism of the possibility of transcendent metaphysics remains classical. I say “as well as others”; for it was a sample of his great insight that he recognized how much metaphysics was bound up with a nisus from the relative to the unconditioned, an urge that sought satisfaction by a delineation in theoretically satisfying terms of the ultimate order of being, of things as they are. And it was the intellectual illusion on which this aspiration depended that he sought to uncover, but to uncover with a profound sympathy for the dimensions of the human spirit evidenced by this preoccupation with the unattainable.


It is with the range of philosophical problems to which Kant’s view supplies one way of entry that I have been chiefly concerned. If the canon of experiential significance obtains, what claim can we make for what we say, however subtle, even idiosyncratic our manner of expression, concerning the unconditional and the transcendent? Certainly we must press through à l’outrance our sense of the sort of indirection that we must anticipate in any suggested system of projection we may adopt or seek to develop. There is no substitute here for sheer hard work, for the kind of hard work that is involved in tracing precisely what it is that metaphysicians are about with the concepts they frame, and the uses to which they put them. “Every sort of statement has its own sort of logic”! It was a weakness on Kant’s part to be so deeply in bondage to generalized forms of expression, whether his field was theory of knowledge or ethics. His work is suffused by a hostility to the particular, even though, of course, we must allow that in his ethics he cultivated so extreme a formalism in order to capture in the most diverse types of human action what was present in all of them as source of sovereign moral authority throughout all the changes and chances of concrete individual life. Yet if we concede that the serious moral philosopher must be prepared to listen to those who describe, and himself to describe and redescribe in detail, we must also insist that he has to guard against the illusion of supposing that mere subtlety and elaboration in description somehow of themselves confer validity. The question remains of the frontiers of intelligibility; if we find, for instance, a point of departure for metaphysics in discontent with the ethical naturalist models of the human situation, if we go on to clothe that discontent in expression as rich and effective as the first part of the second book of Plato’s Republic, we still have to ask, concerning the claims of truth and falsity, what we thus convey to ourselves. A mere appropriateness of linguistic form is not itself a guarantee of factual import.


We do well never to forget that in this respect, if in none other, the work of those philosophers, mainly to be found more in central Europe before its subjection to Nazi domination and in the U.S.A. than in the United Kingdom, who are properly called “logical positivists”, was of great value. For all the carelessness of which they have been proved guilty in their philosophical pamphleteering, their most serious work was informed by a profound insistence that philosophers should take seriously the canons of verification recognized where the admissibility or the inadmissibility of scientific hypotheses was under discussion. In Popper’s Logik der Forschung and in the many papers in which his fundamental thesis has been developed and refined by himself, by his pupils and associates, the demand has been converted into a general recognition of the supreme importance to be attached to a proposition or hypothesis or suggested natural law being regarded as vulnerable to falsification. It is, of course, no accident that Popper (not only in his quarrel with those who emphasize, as he does not, the roles of induction and confirmation in scientific discovery) admits a deep indebtedness to Kant in his clear recognition of the interplay of spontaneous intellectual and imaginative construction, and empirical observation in the advance of our knowledge of the world. And if I mention Kant’s name before that of any other philosopher in this section of my essay, I do so because a critical study of his work, among many other fruits, alerts the student continually to the depth of the need that what we claim to be the case shall somehow be vulnerable to specifiable methods of proof or disproof. Whether we can to any extent succeed in indicating what form such methods may properly be expected to take is a supremely exacting problem; but there is no flight possible from the logical empiricist’s insistence that what the metaphysician or religious believer is concerned with lies beyond the fields in which true can be distinguished from false. Admittedly there is a paradox in asking the question how statements relating to that which transcends the frontiers of intelligible factual discourse may be verified; but it is a paradox that we have to employ in order to fasten our attention on the fact that if there is no sense whatsoever in which in a metaphysical statement we are concerned with what is, or is not, the case, the whole enterprise is vacuous and without significance.


There is no substitute here for hard work; and the same obtains when we come to the related topic of Christology. I say related, and this may seem a mistake. Yet if I ask myself why I remain in some sense a Christian, it is because of the questions set to me by the person of Christ. Of course these are theological, not metaphysical, questions; yet in framing them the problem of metaphysics is immediately raised again. For instance, if a man asks what Jesus means when in the words of the Fourth Gospel he says that “he and the Father are one” (hen), he is immediately involved in questions touching the content and limitations in significance of the concept of substance or entity. The part of philosophy called ontology, according to Professor P. T. Geach, is concerned to give as satisfactory and complete an account as possible of our ultimate conceptual scheme; in the working out of the doctrine of the person of Christ, such an ultimate conceptual scheme has been taken for granted, and the legitimacy of its use in principle in respect of the transcendent has not been queried. It has been bent to new purposes; the concept of substance has been enlarged and stretched in its use in the representation of Christ’s relation to the Father. But that which it has been used to convey in outline is regarded as transcendent of the order of the world, as belonging indeed to the very arcana of the transcendent in itself.


Yet even before the movement of Christological thought involved the theologian in the inescapable subtleties of the passage beyond an economic to an essential Trinity, we are by contemplation of the person of Christ involved in perplexing questions of significance. If we say that in the Gospels we are confronted with a figure whose ground and source is not in himself, who continually points beyond himself, who confronts men with the paradoxical claim, conveyed brilliantly in a phrase of the late Dr W. R. Inge, of an “infinite self-abnegation”, we are gripped fast by the issue of the significance of what we say. We refer, of course, to a concrete historical individual, with an identifiable Sitz im Leben, on whose mission critical historical analysis and advancing archaeological exploration may throw new light, as they have done and may continue to do on Solon and Pericles, on Sulla and Julius Caesar, on Hannibal and Cleopatra. There are whole sections of the life and teaching of Jesus that are, however we conceive the source material, matter for the professional historian; for instance, the relation of the judicial processes by which he was tried, the relative responsibility of Pharisees, of priests, of Roman officials for his execution. But when we ask what, if anything, is meant by speaking of him in the concreteness of his human existence as the Truth, we face not only paradoxical innovation in the use of the notion of truth: we face the question of the sense in which a concrete individual may not simply teach or reveal what is true, as Jesus did to the Samaritan woman and to others, but be the Truth. And if this is not the same question as reflection on transcendent metaphysical speculation raises, it has analogies thereto.


It is, of course, tempting to say that a study of Christological language forms an important chapter in a general investigation of ways in which the frontiers of factually significant discourse have been transcended. Such an investigation would of course also include detailed treatment of Kant’s claim that where the moral universe was concerned we were free to use concepts in expounding the “postulates of pure practical reason” in ways free of the restrictions laid down in his first critique. We may well conclude that his account of the morality that elicited the laying down of these postulates must be judged at once too formal and too narrowly conceived to do justice to the complexities of human existence. Yet we can reject this aspect of Kant’s moral theory, while still taking most seriously his insistence that it is in the moral life that we enjoy commerce with the transcendent. We have to reckon with a whole range of different styles of thrust beyond the limits of experience, which have their sources in the actual lives of men and women: the kind of thrust of which Professor Wisdom1 has well remarked we find expressed in great literature, in Sophocles and Shakespeare, in Conrad and Flaubert, in Racine and Lawrence rather than in the speculative writings of professional philosophers. In such a liberalized inventory of essays in the transcending of the frontiers of empirical significance, Christology has its place. Yet it is not in any of the forms in which it is expressed, whether the quasi-narrative descriptions of the Synoptic Gospels, suggesting an origin for their central figure resistant to the kind of location proper to the place of his human birth and nurture, and the kind of dating which in principle we must be able to assign to his birth and to the precise identification which again in principle we must suppose possible, where his parentage is concerned, or the relatively precise ontological formula of the Nicene definition of his relation to the Father, to be regarded as a kind of imaginative enlargement of human material. Dr Norman Sherry2 has given us, where a number of Conrad’s novels are concerned, including not only Almayer’s Folly and Outcast of the Islands but also Lord Jim and The Shadow Line, a fascinating account of the material that the novelist organized to such remarkable effect. His Conrad’s Eastern World is valuable to any student of the working of the creative imagination. We could indeed say the same of the late Dr Ernest Jones’ study of Shakespeare’s writing of Hamlet in Freudian terms in his well-known book Hamlet and Oedipus. If it is not literary criticism it is a valuable suggestion of the role fulfilled in the writer’s biography by the writing of one of the most elusive of his tragedies, advancing unquestionably understanding of the work, even if Jones fails in the end to reckon with it as an achieved whole. Both Sherry and Jones in their different ways direct their readers’ attention to the labours of composition (in Shakespeare’s case, as Jones understands him, one could say the spiritual travail) out of which their respective subjects’ work was born. In each case one could say that it was from their power of reflective assimilation of their material that their work sprung; they both enlarged our understanding of the human scene by way of their imaginative re-ordering of that which they received; in the case of Conrad the life he met and read about in his Eastern world, in Shakespeare’s case a tradition of tragic drama on which he set the seal of his own experience and through which, by deep reflection, he was enabled to come to terms with himself.


There is a very influential current in contemporary theological thinking which emphasizes the extent to which in the figure of Jesus the Christ, of whose historical existence it is alleged that we know next to nothing, we have to reckon with a series of essays in spiritual experience wherein the Church, whether collectively or in the persons of individual members of a genuine creative originality, has sought to come to terms with itself, with its life and the questions an inherited tradition of faith and practice thrust upon it, in its own particular environment, often (in the case of the evangelists and the sources of the material they used) projecting this self-interrogation in the form of a narrative concerning the life and death of Jesus. Fundamentally such a narrative is not to be understood referentially, that is by the effort to make what sense one can of it as a description of what took place and its significance, but rather through some sort of Nacherlebnis of the experience out of which it sprang. Such tendencies are congruous with emphases in the philosophy of religion which deliberately avert from questions concerning the truth and falsity of what men and women believe (supposing that their beliefs can be rendered intelligible), but concentrate entirely on resolving the question of intelligibility by assigning to religious expressions their role in prayer and public worship, in rituals, in promoting and furthering a way of life, and argue that when such roles have been set forth, all that requires to be done has been done.
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