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ABSTRACT 

 

The theological method of Charles Hodge is widely recognized as a major influence on 

American evangelical theology. Consequently, the merits and liabilities of Hodge‘s theology, 

particularly his epistemological influences, most notably Scottish Common Sense Realism, 

have made Hodge‘s theology and epistemology the focus of much analysis and debate. This 

present work examines and evaluates three prominent objections to Hodge‘s epistemological 

use of Scottish Realism and its theological effects, with the primary focus on recent criticisms 

raised by ―post-conservatives‖ based upon postmodern criticisms of the credibility of 

foundationalism, propositionalism, and realism. The conclusion drawn and defended is that 

Hodge‘s theological method, particularly his use of Scottish Realism, while in need of some 

modification, is plausible, even in a postmodern context. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 John W. Stewart in a chapter aptly titled ―Introducing Charles Hodge to Postmoderns‖ 

makes this salient observation: ―Equally uncongenial to postmodern mentalities are Hodge‘s 

philosophical assumptions and worldview, which feel increasingly remote from the more 

pluralistic and relativistic affinities of contemporary discourse.‖
1
 Perhaps never truer words 

were spoken. The theology of Charles Hodge, and especially his often assumed philosophical 

predilections, seems to be seriously out of step with much of the propensities and preferences 

of those who self-identify as ―postmodern.‖
2
 Given Hodge‘s significant influence in 

American evangelical theology, this dissonance is noteworthy and for some especially 

troubling.  

 Among those concerned by this dissonance are a growing number of American 

Evangelicals who believe that Hodge‘s theology, while historically interesting, is no longer 

relevant for purposes of current theological reflection. Most prominent are those self-

                                                           
1
 John W. Stewart, “Introducing Charles Hodge to Postmoderns” in Charles Hodge Revisited: A Critical Appraisal 

of His Life and Work, eds. John W. Stewart and James H. Moorhead (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans 
Publishing Company, 2002), 1. 

2
 Placing the term “postmodern” in quote marks is an acknowledgment that the term itself is susceptible to a 

wide variety of interpretations and uses. Defining “postmodern” is a challenging topic in and of itself and 
fortunately one tangential to the main focus of this dissertation. The complex and often diverse cultural 
phenomena associated with the term “postmodern” make this intellectual movement resistant to simplistic 
definitions and analyses. For the purposes of this dissertation, we will offer the provisional and tentative 
definition of “postmodernism” as a broad intellectual movement that can be generally characterized as a 
reaction to (though not necessarily a rejection of) ‘modern’ attitudes, assumptions, and ideals. Among the 
many books written addressing postmodernism, two are of particular interest in that they reflect many of the 
issues to be addressed in this dissertation. The first is Stanley Grenz, A Primer on Postmodernism, (Grand 
Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing, 1996).  Grenz’s own reflections and engagement with postmodernism 
have profoundly influenced “post-conservatives,” and so Grenz’s analysis offers much insight into how many 
“post-conservatives” (see below for definition and description of “post-conservative”) view postmodernism. A 
second noteworthy treatment of postmodernism is found in Christianity and the Postmodern Turn, ed. Myron 
B. Penner (Grand Rapids: Brazos Press, 2005).  This book exemplifies the diverse range of evangelical responses 
to postmodernism giving the reader some perspective of the various points of disagreement even among 
Evangelicals.  For a helpful comparative analysis from a broader intellectual and cultural perspective, see 
Richard J. Bernstein, Beyond Objectivism and Relativism: Science, Hermeneutics, and Praxis (Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 1983); David Harvey, The Condition of Postmodernity: An Enquiry into the 
Origins of Cultural Change (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1989); Steven Best and Douglas Kellner, Postmodern 
Theory: Critical Interrogations (New York: The Guilford Press, 1991).  
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identified as ―post-conservatives.‖ 
3
  They view Hodge‘s theology, particularly his 

theological method, as too indebted to Enlightenment epistemological ideals, and 

consequently no longer germane in our contemporary intellectual context, especially given 

prominent and often presumed decisive criticisms of Enlightenment epistemological ideals 

raised by postmodern critics. This post-conservative concern is underscored by the broad 

belief that Hodge was reliant on Scottish Common Sense Realism, an epistemology that 

emerged out of the Enlightenment and is thus perceived to be burdened with modernist 

epistemological assumptions. In the post-conservative view this makes Hodge‘s reliance on 

Scottish Realism a liability, especially since one of the central defining characteristics of this 

particular philosophical school involves specific appeals to supposed universal ‗common 

sense intuitions‘.
4
 The fact that our present day intellectual context has so profoundly shifted 

away from modernist notions of ―universal reason‖ has elicited the need, in the judgment of 

post-conservatives and many others, to reform and revise our theology and corresponding 

                                                           
3
 The label “post-conservative” is self-designated by post-conservatives themselves. One of the earliest uses of 

the term is found in an article written by Roger E. Olson, “Post-conservative evangelicals greet the postmodern 
age,” Christian Century, May 1995: 480–82.  In Roger Olson’s recent book, Reformed and Always Reforming: 
The Postconservative Approach to Evangelical Theology (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2007), he does note 
an earlier use of the term but not as a distinctive description of what is now a full-fledged theological 
movement. (see 10-12). Post-conservatives are not alone in their reservations concerning the relevance of 
Hodge’s theology on the grounds of his modernist context and influences.  One could add George Marsden, 
Richard Lints, and Kevin Vanhoozer among others. (Olson would include Vanhoozer as a member of this 
theological movement since Vanhoozer has used “postconservative” to describe his proposed model for doing 
theology, but there is justification for distinguishing Vanhoozer’s brand of postconservativism from that of 
Olson, Franke, and Grenz, see Everett Berry’s illuminating comparison between Stanley Grenz and Kevin 
Vanhoozer in “Theological vs. Methodological Postconservativism: Stanley Grenz and Kevin Vanhoozer as Test 
Cases” Westminister Theological Journal 69 [2007]:105-125. Such differences between Vanhoozer and those 
self-identified as “post-conservatives” are further illustrated in Vanhoozer’s interaction with John Franke in 
Christianity and the Postmodern Turn, ed. Myron B. Penner [Grand Rapids: Brazos Press, 2005], 197-199.)  Such 
considerations evince the need to view post-conservative theology as a movement whose boundaries are not 
well-defined. 

4 Various designations have been used to refer to the philosophy that emerged from Scotland as the result of 

the Scottish Enlightenment including “Scottish philosophy,” “Scottish Common Sense Realism,” “Common 

Sense Realism,” and “Common Sense Philosophy,” for the sake of simplicity and consistency; I will use the 

designation “Scottish Realism.” We will examine Scottish Realism in some detail in chapter two. 
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theological method so as to be relevant given our post-modern milieu.
5
 Such a theological 

reformation requires that modernist elements now considered no longer tenable in a 

postmodern context be purged or significantly revised to address contemporary concerns and 

questions. Hodge‘s particular theology, especially his theological method, would thus appear 

to be a casualty in this appeal for theological re-tooling. 

 Not all Evangelicals are convinced that revising our theology to fit postmodern 

sensibilities is a good strategy. In fact, for some, such efforts are perceived as not only a 

momentous shift away from the long-standing theological traditions that have shaped the 

evangelical identity  but a shift that additionally requires substantial alterations and even 

denials of timeless theological truths, departures that threaten to undermine Christian 

orthodoxy and the Gospel itself. Needless to say, the debate between post-conservatives and 

those whom I will label as ―traditionalists‖ 
6
 has become quite heated, sometimes generating 

more heat than light.
7
 

                                                           
5
 I have hyphenated “post” in “postmodern” to emphasize that for many postmoderns (with some qualification 

– as will be shown), there is a need to see modernism, and especially its ideals, as no longer directly germane 
to our present intellectual context and concerns. 

6
 By “traditionalists,” I mean those who view postmodern epistemology and its theological influences as 

innovations that invite suspicion, if not outright rejection. Not all “traditionalists” embrace Hodge and the 
Princeton theology he represents as refuge from such recent innovations, but given the profound influence of 
“the Old Princetonians” on American Evangelicalism, the Princeton theologians have been often front and 
center in such discussions. 

7
 A couple of quotes illustrate the strident nature of the debate. From the post-conservative side, Brian 

McLaren who has gained something of a reputation as an iconoclast and provocateur in his promotion of a 
more post-modern faith makes this comment in a foreword to John Franke’s Manifold Witness: “there’s the 
wonder of a scholar of the Reformed tradition who actually takes seriously  the Reformation ideal of semper 
reformanda – to be always reforming. At a time when many who cherish the label Reformed seem to be 
freezing if not fossilizing in a kind of theological retrenchment. John stays true to the best in the Reformation 
tradition by continuing the Reformer’s essential and ongoing work. He does so not simply by endlessly 
repeating the Reformed tradition’s sixteenth- or seventeenth- or twentieth-century formulations, nor by 
critiquing everyone who is not Reformed, but by subjecting the Reformed tradition and the larger Christian 
tradition alike to a kind of loving scrutiny.” (Brian D. McLaren, “Foreword” in John R. Franke, Manifold Witness: 
The Plurality of Truth [Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2009], xii.)(Italics Original)) Such comments are viewed by 
“traditionalists” as indicative of the perilous drift from traditional Reformed /Evangelical theological 
commitments driven by a desire to be relevant to contemporary theological, cultural, and intellectual 
interests. This is reflected in a complaint by Gary L.W. Johnson in the “Introduction” to Reforming or 
Conforming? Post-Conservative Evangelicals and the Emerging Church (eds. Gary L.W. Johnson and Ronald N. 
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 This dissertation will confront a central consideration in this emerging debate. We 

will examine the influence of Scottish Realism on Charles Hodge, especially how such 

philosophical commitments shaped his theological method, followed by an evaluation of his 

influential theological methodology in terms of its benefits and deficiencies for American 

evangelical theology, particularly given a postmodern context.
8
  Specifically, we will analyze 

this widely acknowledged and discussed correlation between Scottish Realism and Charles 

Hodge with a focus on the accuracy of post-conservative (and others‘) criticism of  Hodge‘ s  

synthesis of Reformation theology and Scottish Realism. In order to accomplish this task, we 

will in the first chapter survey the current state of scholarship on the influence of Scottish 

Realism on Hodge and his theology. Charles Hodge was a prolific theologian in terms of his 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
Gleason, (Wheaton, Illinois: Crossway Books, 2008), a book- length critique of post-conservatives: “Although 
the emergent church folk like to consider themselves culturally sophisticated and theologically on the cutting 
edge of all things new and up-to-date, they are just as culturally conditioned as they claim their evangelical 
forebears were! In the case of the emergent evangelicals they want desperately to be perceived as ‘relevant’ 
to our postmodern society. I cannot help but notice that whenever evangelicals become consumed with being 
culturally relevant they almost always end up adopting a very pragmatic approach in the process, with historic 
evangelical theology being the first thing that gets compromised.  . . . Regrettably, in the hands of these 
emergent evangelicals it is not  postmodernism that is poured through the sifter of historic orthodox 
Christianity -  but just the opposite. As a result, what comes out bears hardly any resemblance to the faith once 
and for all delivered to the saints.” (21; Italics Original) 

8 That Hodge and American Evangelical theology, and more broadly American intellectual culture, were 

significantly influenced by Scottish Realism is widely acknowledged and is hardly controversial. What is more 
debatable is the extent and implications of such influence.  Of particular interest are the works of  Sydney 
Ahlstrom and George Marsden, both influential  historians of American Evangelical history, whose evaluation 
of Scottish Realism is decidedly negative, see Ahlstrom’s  “The Scottish Philosophy and American Theology,” 
Church History 24, no. 3 (Sept. 1955):268-269 and George Marsden, Fundamentalism and American Culture: 
The Shaping of Twentieth-Century Evangelicalism 1870-1925 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1980).  Their 
works have been especially influential in describing Scottish Realism’s influence in a negative light, a point that 
will receive some scrutiny in this dissertation. Likewise influential, but less negative, has been the work of 
Mark Noll, see especially Mark Noll, “Common Sense Traditions and American Evangelical Thought,” American 
Quarterly 37, no. 2 (Summer 1985). There is broad recognition that Charles Hodge particularly has profoundly 
influenced  American Evangelical theology, in addition to Marsden, see also Mark Noll, ed., The Princeton 
Theology 1812-1921. (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 1983);  and  Jack B. Rogers and Donald K. McKim, The 
Authority and Interpretation of the Bible: An Historical Approach (San Francisco: Harper and Row, Publishers, 
1979.) Rogers and McKim’s book receives notice since its controversial thesis concerning Hodge and the 
Princetonians as being the source of the specific doctrine of biblical inerrancy has further pushed the 
Princetonians into the spotlight in terms of their influence on American Evangelical theology. It is beyond the 
scope of this dissertation to directly address the topic of biblical inerrancy vis-à-vis Scottish Realism, but given 
this widely discussed and debated historical connection and explanation, we will at times address Rogers and 
McKim’s and related theses with a broader interest in understanding the role played by Scottish Realism in 
American evangelical theology. 
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theological influence on American evangelicalism and consequently there has been a 

proliferation of literature written assessing his contribution to a wide range of theological 

topics and issues. Our focus will be to highlight particularly the works of those analyzing and 

evaluating his theological method and the relevant role played by Scottish Realism. 

 Upon surveying and summarizing the current state of analysis and evaluation of 

Hodge‘s theological method, we will then examine in our second chapter the precise nature 

of the influence of Scottish Realism on Charles Hodge by a thorough analysis and description 

of Thomas Reid‘s epistemology, noting both the unique contribution of Reid‘s version of 

realism and its historical context. To appreciate properly the nature and extent of Reid and 

Scottish Realism‘s influence on Hodge, it will require that we have an accurate understanding 

of Scottish Realism itself, a detail that is sometimes neglected by analyses of Hodge. After 

explicating a somewhat detailed exposition of Scottish Realism in general and Thomas Reid‘s 

epistemology in particular, we will then analyze Hodge‘s particular appropriation of Reid‘s 

Scottish Realism in our third chapter by noting his various references, explicit and implicit, to 

Reid and Scottish Realism.   

 Our analysis of Hodge and his employment of  Scottish Realism will be followed by 

the fourth chapter that will provide a summary, though somewhat detailed, exposition of 

Immanuel Kant that is intended to provide a helpful point of comparison between the 

competing epistemologies of Reid and Kant. Such a comparison is not arbitrary, but is 

motivated by historical considerations and questions, namely that Hodge‘s preference for 

Reid is motivated by Hodge‘s concern for and resistance to the growing influence of German 

Idealism initiated by Kant‘s epistemology. As will be shown, Hodge was greatly troubled by 

the epistemological implications of German Idealism, especially for theology. The fact that 

Kant‘s philosophy has had a profound and far-reaching impact on theology to the present, 

especially in regard to one‘s epistemological assumptions in relation to theological 
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knowledge, underscores the importance of analyzing Kant‘s epistemology, not only as a basis 

of comparison with Reid and Hodge‘s use of Reid, but also in relation to post-conservative 

epistemological proclivities towards postmodern epistemologies. This point is central to the 

interests and argument of this dissertation, namely that Hodge‘s intellectual reservations 

towards German Idealism‘s epistemological premises and their theological implications are 

not without merit and even bear relevance to the contemporary discussion and debate over 

competing epistemologies in theology. 

 Based on our exposition of Reid and Kant‘s respective epistemologies, we can then 

properly appraise Hodge‘s epistemology in the context of the intellectual milieu of his day 

and the specific challenges his epistemology was intended to address. We will note in 

particular how his specific views of knowledge, reason, and faith informed his theological 

method. This will provide us a basis for evaluating the various criticisms levied against 

Hodge‘s epistemology and theological method. These criticisms can be conveniently 

summarized and categorized into three general objections, what I have labeled: ―the 

rationalist objection,‖ ―the modernist objection,‖ and ―the plausibility objection.‖ We will 

examine each of these objections in some detail and evaluate them in chapters five through 

seven on the basis of our historical analysis of Hodge‘s use of Scottish Realism for his 

epistemology and theological method. Our eighth and final chapter will then conclude with 

an assessment of these objections raised against Hodge‘s use of Scottish Realism and directly 

address a prominent consideration in light of postmodern concerns and criticisms: the 

question of theological realism. 

 The specific thesis to be defended in this dissertation will be based on our 

examination of Hodge‘s synthesis of Scottish Realism (functioning as the formal principle) 
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and what he labels ―Augustinianism,‖ (which functions as Hodge‘s material principle).
9
 The 

point of contention and thus the claim to be defended in this dissertation consists of two 

related arguments. The first argument is that such a synthesis between Scottish Realism and 

―Augustinianism,‖ while certainly not the only faithful representation of Reformed theology 

in its ongoing and ever-developing iterations, is both theologically and philosophically 

consistent with Reformed theological commitments. Defending this claim will require that we 

show that Hodge‘s use of Scottish Realism was sufficiently and adequately  informed and 

constrained by Reformed theological commitments and thus does not compromise the 

intellectual integrity of the broader Reformed theological tradition. This argument is not new 

and has been defended by others as will be noted in chapter one.  

 The second argument, which is new and original to this dissertation, is that Hodge‘s 

use of a putative modernist epistemology, namely Scottish Realism, in synthesis with 

―Augustinianism‖ is plausible even in a postmodern intellectual milieu. This thesis will 

directly confront the post-conservative concern and criticism of Hodge‘s use of Scottish 

Realism, a criticism that is to be viewed as a development of earlier criticisms. As will be 

demonstrated, the post-conservative objection to Hodge is primarily not historical in 

orientation (i.e. ―the modernist objection‖), but rather concerns contextualization and 

relevance (―the plausibility objection‖); namely, is Hodge‘s synthesis of Reid and Reformed 

                                                           
9
 “Augustinianism” is first used by Charles Hodge in his Systematic Theology (1872-1873; reprint, Grand Rapids: 

Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1993) in his chapter “On Method,” specifically in reference to “the 
teaching of the Spirit” (1:16). What Hodge means by “Augustinianism” receives explication later in his 
discussion of soteriology, specifically under the topic of ‘plans of salvation.’ Hodge explicitly describes the 
doctrinal circumference of “Augustinianism”: “Such is the great scheme of doctrine known in history as the 
Pauline, Augustinian, or Calvinistic, taught, as we believe, in the Scriptures, developed by Augustine, formally 
sanctioned by the Latin Church, adhered by witnesses of the truth during the Middle Ages, repudiated by the 
Church of Rome in the Council of Trent, revived in that Church by the Jansenists, adopted by all the Reformers, 
incorporated in the creeds of the Protestant Churches of Switzerland, of the Palatinate, of France, Holland, 
England, and Scotland, and unfolded in the Standards framed by the Westminister Assembly, the common 
representative of Presbyterians in Europe and America.” (Systematic Theology, 2:333.) Hodge’s definition of 
and preference for “Augustinianism” suggests that Hodge views his theological commitments as being more 
broadly based than his own Presbyterian tradition, though perhaps, in his thinking, “Augustinianism” is best 
represented by the Westminister Confession and Presbyterianism. 
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theology sustainable in light of current epistemological trends and critique? The thesis to be 

defended in this dissertation will argue that while Hodge‘s theological method and its use of 

Scottish Realism stands in need of qualification and modification in light of  compelling (and 

even beneficial) criticisms drawn from postmodern thought, Hodge‘s employment of Scottish 

Realist epistemology remains philosophically and theologically plausible and arguably 

preferable to the alternative proposed by post-conservatives, especially in regard to the 

traditional presumption of theological realism, an epistemological premise common 

throughout the history of Reformed theology, and even more broadly, traditional Christian 

orthodoxy. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



9 
 

CHAPTER ONE 

A LITERARY REVIEW 

Charles Hodge looms large among the theologians of Princeton Theological 

Seminary. From 1812-1929,  these theologians of Princeton, now commonly referred to as 

―the Princetonians,‖ articulated their theological convictions through various literary means 

resulting in a distinctive theology that is widely considered by many historians and 

theologians as profoundly shaping much of evangelical theology in North America even to 

this day,  particularly in their stated views of Scripture and theological method.
10

 The fact 

that these theologians, including Hodge, have had such a weighty influence on the American 

religious landscape, especially Evangelicalism, has made them a topic of much interest 

among historians and theologians. Moreover, the fact that conservative/ ―fundamentalist‖ 

views of Scripture and theology are commonly attributed to the Princetonians, particularly in 

their insistence that Scripture is to be understood as the direct result of verbal inspiration, and 

therefore inerrant, has likewise made the Princetonians the target of much discussion, even 

criticism.
11

  

As noted in the introduction, the influence of Scottish Realism on the Princetonians is 

widely acknowledged, both by sympathizers and critics, but as to the degree, the exact nature 

                                                           
10

 Hereafter I will use the term “the Princetonians” to refer to this specific group of theologians; for a general 
introduction to these theologians, see Marsden, Fundamentalism and American Culture, 110-118; Noll, ed., 
The Princeton Theology, and  David F. Wells, ed. The Princeton Theology: Reformed Theology in America (Grand 
Rapids: Baker Book House, 1990). The dates of 1812 and 1929 are based respectively on the beginning of 
Princeton theological seminary and the departure of J. Gresham Machen from the seminary denoting a 
significant shift in Princeton’s theological orientation. 

11
 Of particular note: Ernest Sandeen, The Roots of Fundamentalism (Chicago: Univ. of Chicago Press, 1970); 

James Barr, Fundamentalism (Philadelphia: Westminister Press, 1978); Rogers and McKim, The Authority and 
Interpretation of the Bible. The term “fundamentalist” has become something of a pejorative and therefore is 
susceptible to a broad range of meaning, creating ambiguity and some confusion in terms of historical and 
theological analysis. Our purpose in this dissertation is not to resolve such issues concerning the precise 
sociological and theological parameters of fundamentalism and evangelicalism, nor to address competing 
conceptions of biblical reliability, so I will generally use “conservative” and/or “evangelical” to denote the 
broad spectrum of evangelical views of Scripture that characteristically maintain the belief in the complete 
reliability and truthfulness of Scripture. 
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of influence, and whether such influence is to be perceived as beneficial or deleterious, there 

is profound disagreement, and thus a central issue to be explored in this dissertation. To 

properly set the context for examining this contentious issue, we must first survey literature 

relevant to this Princeton-Scottish Realism connection.
12

 To narrow our scope so as to make 

our analysis manageable, we will focus almost exclusively on Charles Hodge, with 

                                                           
12

 The amount of literature written on the Princetonians is prolific, much of which, while tangential to the 
specific interests in this research program, still offer significant background to the specific focus on Scottish 
Realism and the Princetonians. Some of these works should be noted: John Oliver Nelson, “The Rise of the 
Princeton Theology: A Genetic Study of American Presbyterianism until 1850” (Ph.D. diss., Yale University, 
1935); W. R. Clyde Jr., “The Development of Presbyterian Theology 1705-1823” (Th.D. diss., Hartford 
Theological Seminary, 1939); William D. Livingstone, “The Princeton Apologetic as Exemplified by the Work of 
Benjamin B. Warfield and J. Gresham Machen: A Study in American Theology 1880-1930” (Ph.D. diss., Yale 
University, 1948); L.J. Trinterud, The Forming of an American Tradition: A Re-Examination of a Colonial 
Presbyterianism (Philadelphia: Westminister Press, 1949); Penrose St. Amant, “The Rise and Early 
Development of the Princeton School of Theology” (Ph.D. diss., University of Edinburgh, 1952); Wayne William 
Witte, “John Witherspoon: An Exposition and Interpretation” (Th.D. diss., Princeton Theological Seminary, 
1953); Lefferts Loetscher, The Broadening Church: A Study of Theological Issues in the Presbyterian Church 
Since 1869 (Philadelphia: Univ. of Pennsylvania Press, 1954); idem, Facing the Enlightenment and Pietism: 
Archibald Alexander and the Founding of Princeton Theological Seminary,  Contributions to the Study of 
Religion series, No. 8 ed. Henry W. Bowden, (Westport: Greenwood Press, 1983);  Woodbridge Riley, American 
Thought: From Puritanism to Pragmatism and Beyond (n.p.: Henry Holt and Company, 1915; reprint, 
Gloucester, Massachusetts: Peter Smith, 1959); Hugh T. Kerr, ed. Sons of the Prophets: Leaders in 
Protestantism from Princeton Seminary (Princeton: Princeton Univ. Press, 1963); Richard J. Petersen, “Scottish 
Common Sense in America, 1768-1850: An Evaluation of Its Influence” (Ph.D. diss., American University, 1963); 
Raleigh Don Scovel, “Orthodoxy in Princeton: A Social and Intellectual History of Princeton Theological 
Seminary, 1812-1860” (Ph.D. diss., University of California, Berkeley, 1970); W. Andrew Hoffecker Jr., “The 
Relation Between the Objective and Subjective Elements in Christian Religious Experience: A Study in the 
Systematic and Devotional Writings of Archibald Alexander, Charles Hodge, and Benjamin B. Warfield” (Ph.D. 
diss., Brown University, 1970); Douglas Sloan, Scottish Enlightenment and the American College Ideal (New 
York: Teachers College Press, 1971); William R. Hutchison, The Modernist Impulse in American Protestantism 
(Cambridge: Harvard Univ. Press, 1976); Henry F. May,  The Enlightenment in America (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1976); Theodore D. Bozeman, Protestants in an Age of Science (Chapel Hill, North Carolina: 
Univ. of North Carolina, 1977); J. David Hoeveler, James McCosh and the Scottish Intellectual Tradition from 
Glasgow to Princeton (Princeton: Princeton Univ. Press, 1981);  Bruce Kuklick, Churchmen and Philosophers: 
From Jonathan Edwards to John Dewey (New Haven: Yale Univ. Press, 1985); idem,  A History of Philosophy in 
America 1720-2000 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2001); Bradley James Longfield, “The Presbyterian Controversy, 
1922-1936: Christianity, Culture, and Ecclesiastical Conflict” (Ph.D. diss., Duke University, 1988); D. G. Hart, 
“‘Doctor Fundamentalis’: An Intellectual Biography of J. Gresham Machen, 1881-1937” (Ph.D. diss., John 
Hopkins University, 1988);  Mark Noll, Princeton and the Republic, 1768-1822: The Search for a Christian 
Enlightenment in the Era of Samuel Stanhope Smith ( Princeton: Princeton Univ. Press, 1989); David F. Wells, 
ed. The Princeton Theology; Walter H. Conser  Jr., God and the Natural World: Religion and Science in 
Antebellum America (Columbia, South Carolina: Univ. of South Carolina Press, 1993); John W. Stewart, 
Mediating the Center: Charles Hodge on American Science, Language, Literature, and Politics (Princeton: 
Princeton Theological Seminary, 1995); John W. Stewart and James H. Moorhead, eds., Charles Hodge 
Revisited; E. Brooks Holifield, Theology in America: Christian Thought from the Age of the Puritans to the Civil 
War (New Haven & London: Yale Univ. Press, 2003). 
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consideration of other Princeton theologians only as it contributes to our understanding of 

Hodge and his use of Scottish Realism.
13

 

DANHOF 

One of the earliest attempts to offer a thorough exposition and critique of Charles 

Hodge comes from Ralph John Danhof‘s treatise Charles Hodge as a Dogmatician, a critical 

exposition that has laid the groundwork for many later critiques of Hodge.  Danhof‘s analysis 

is comprehensive, examining not only Hodge‘s written works to elicit Hodge‘s theological 

perspective, but also probing into Hodge‘s biographical details for potential insights into 

various influences on Hodge. Danhof attributes the profound influence of Hodge at Princeton 

and throughout American Presbyterianism, to his longevity at Princeton (from 1822 to 1878), 

engendering a ―conservative‖ tendency in the Princeton theology that was in stark contrast to 

the momentous ongoing changes in contemporary theology.  

A central issue and point of criticism raised by Danhof concerns Hodge‘s claim that 

theology is a ―science.‖  Danhof contends that such a conception of theology and 

correspondingly science fails to recognize not only the plurality of ―sciences‖ but especially 

the unique and distinctive qualities of theology.
14

 On this specific point, Danhof draws upon 

Dutch Reformed theologian Abraham Kuyper‘s analysis that theology and the natural 

sciences are incommensurable, both in terms of their object of study and in their respective 

methods of investigation.
15

 Danhof especially appeals to Kuyper‘s foundational premise that 

                                                           
13

 The justification for highlighting Charles Hodge out of all of the Princetonians is the common recognition of 
Hodge’s significant role as “systematizer” of the Princeton theology, most clearly evinced in his writing of 
Systematic Theology which replaced Turretin’s Institutes of Elenctic Theology as the standard theology text at 
Princeton, (see Wells, The Princeton Theology, 39). Since our focus is on the significance of Scottish Realism on 
the Princeton theological method, Hodge is a natural choice. It is significant that the specific form of the 
Princeton theology as developed by Charles Hodge and shaped by Scottish Realism changes little in the hands 
of his successors.  

14
Ralph John Danhof, Charles Hodge as a Dogmatician (Goes, the Netherlands: Oosterbaan & Le Cointre, 1929), 

176-179. 

15
 Danhof, 177-181. 
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the unique ‗scientific‘ characteristics of theology stem from the cognitive effects of 

regeneration: ―To . . . gain the true character of the object of science an act of palingenesis is 

necessary. This fact of palingenesis makes a two-fold science and also a two-fold 

humanity.‖
16

 

It is apparent that Danhof views Kuyper and the Dutch Reformed tradition as being 

more faithful to the traditional Reformed understanding of theology than Hodge and the 

Princetonians. Danhof attributes the Princetonian departure from traditional Reformed 

emphases as being a consequence of Princeton‘s rationalistic tendencies, primarily due to 

Protestant Scholastic influences.
17

  A central consideration for one‘s theological method, 

according to Danhof, is one‘s conception of revelation and its sources. And thus Danhof, 

seeing himself as following the theological lead of Abraham Kuyper, argues for the rejection 

of the Scholastic view that revelation be construed as consisting of two distinct kinds: 

―natural and supernatural.‖ Danhof contends that due to man‘s cognitive deficiencies, namely 

                                                           
16

 Danhof, 180. As indicated in the above quotation, a direct implication of Kuyper’s claim is that regeneration 
plays a pivotal  role in the intellectual characteristics and conclusions attributed to theological inquiry with the 
consequence that there are ‘two sciences,’ one held by the regenerate, and the other by the non-regenerate. 
This claim is developed at some length in Kuyper’s Principles of Sacred Theology, trans.  J. Hendrik De Vries 
(Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 1963), 150-176. As will be noted throughout this literary review, much of the 
early criticism of Hodge, especially in regards to his theological method originates from proponents of the 
Dutch Reformed tradition.  To what extent the Princeton theology is to be viewed as offering a differing 
epistemology in comparison to the Dutch Reformed tradition in terms of theological prolegomena is a 
complicated topic itself and one that is peripheral to the main focus of this work. But two points caution 
overstating the epistemological differences between the Princetonians and their Dutch Reformed 
counterparts. First, it is noteworthy that the translated edition of Kuyper’s Principles of Sacred Theology has an 
introduction by none other than B.B. Warfield, a key successor to Hodge and one of the leading Princetonian 
theologians who gives it his endorsement. This is not to suggest that Warfield (or Hodge for that matter) would 
not have points of disagreement. They did, but such differences must not be overstated.  Second, an 
interesting point of comparison between Hodge and Kuyper is their specific comments concerning the relation 
between theology and the natural sciences, especially given the prominence of the evolution controversy in 
Hodge and Kuyper’s day. We will examine this specific point in some detail in chapter five. 

17
 Danhof, 175. Danhof also mentions the significance of the inductive method as used in the natural sciences, 

but interestingly makes no explicit mention of Scottish Realism, though as we will see inductivism is often 
linked with Scottish Realism. 
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human sin and depravity, revelation is best understood as being solely supernatural in 

character.
18

  

Danhof summarily concludes that Hodge‘s approach has relied too heavily on a faulty 

analogy between theology and the natural sciences that reflects a rationalism and 

anthropocentrism that is at odds with the distinctive character of divine revelation.
19

 

Moreover, in Danhof‘s judgment, this ―rationalistic‖ approach as advocated by Hodge raises 

the troubling issue of using reason to ―authenticate‖ divine revelation, thus presumably 

subjecting divine revelation to the canons of human reason.
20

 Danhof contends that by 

making comparisons between theology and the natural sciences, Hodge has created a 

distorted understanding of theology that is almost exclusively factually oriented, and 

consequently, minimizes the personal character of revelation that makes theology unique in 

terms of its epistemic qualities.
21

 As a matter of recommendation, Danhof avers that Hodge‘s 

failure to recognize the unique nature of theology as an intellectual enterprise could have 

been rectified had Hodge interacted with Kant‘s analysis of knowledge and faith. This appeal 

to Kant, as will we see, is an influential claim, and for many one that is unquestionable. The 
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 Danhof, 185. This distinction between “natural” and “supernatural” is construed as dualistic by Danhof. The 
motif of dualism has become a prominent  criticism levied against  Hodge and  the Princetonians. This same 
charge of “dualism” will be reiterated in a number of critiques of Hodge and the Princetonians, a criticism 
often grounded in Kuyper and other Dutch Reformed construals of revelation as being synthetic in nature, 
namely that what is often referred to as “general (or natural) revelation” is obscured by sin’s noetic effects and 
thus becomes only cognitively relevant when supernaturally “republished” by means of regeneration’s 
restoration of our cognitive faculties. For an illuminating discussion and defense of the Kuyperian model, see 
Louis Berkhof, Systematic Theology 4

th
 Revised ed. (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 1941), 36-39. One should 

further note Berkhof’s observation that Barth as a modern theologian has likewise reinforced the cognitive 
irrelevance of general revelation (p. 39), this becomes significant in later critiques of the Princetonians which 
sometimes draws from Barth’s insights rather than Kuyper’s, but still maintains the same criticism that Hodge 
was guilty of “dualism.” 

19
 Danhof, 183-193. 

20
 Danhof, 179, 182. 

21
 Danhof, 181-182. 
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presumption of a Kantian epistemology as a theological premise will manifest itself 

repeatedly in a number of works critical of Hodge and the Princetonians.
22

   

BERG 

Kenneth Paul Berg‘s dissertation ―Charles A. Hodge, Controversialist‖ was written to 

address and correct various misunderstandings of the man Charles Hodge and his theology, 

particularly in Hodge‘s polemical engagement with liberal theology, Darwinism, and other 

theologies that bore Hodge‘s scrutiny. As Berg notes, many have criticized Hodge on the 

grounds that he failed to understand many of his contemporaries and thus often perceived 

them as threats to orthodoxy; yet, ironically, Berg points out, many of those same critics have 

failed to understand Hodge.
23

  

To correct this state of scholarly misunderstanding, Berg attempts to elucidate 

Hodge‘s theology by first providing a brief biographical sketch of Hodge‘s life followed by a 

description of Hodge‘s religious and theological background. The centerpiece of Berg‘s 

argument is built upon a comparative analysis between Hodge‘s theological method and two 

alternative approaches which Hodge labels in his Systematic Theology as the ―speculative‖ 

and the ―mystical.‖
24

 After examining Hodge‘s theological method, Berg then specifically 

                                                           
22

 Danhof, 173-174. Danhof cites several advantages for understanding Kant’s philosophy including aiding 
insight into Hegel, Schleiermacher, and other leading thinkers of the day. Danhof seems to endorse the widely 
held supposition that the only plausible philosophical foundation for doing theology is that of a Kantian 
approach, but Danhof attempts no explanation or argument for why Kant’s approach should be considered 
more intellectually plausible than other possible philosophical foundations, especially Scottish Realism; nor 
does he explain how a Kantian approach to philosophy and theology is amenable both to Kuyper and Calvin. 
Danhof seems to overlook Hodge’s explicit objections to Kantian epistemology, a point that we will address in 
some detail in chapter four. 

23
 Kenneth Paul Berg, “Charles A. Hodge, Controversialist” (Ph.D. diss., State University of Iowa, 1952), 3. 

24
 Berg, 42-44. For Hodge’s characterization and evaluation of “speculative” and “mystical” theology, see 

Hodge’s Systematic Theology, 1:34-103. 
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focuses on Hodge‘s use of induction and the comparison made by Hodge between the natural 

sciences and Scripture as the inductive analysis of ―facts.
25

   

Berg, while critical of much of the criticism raised towards Hodge, does conclude that 

Hodge was an intellectual obscurantist, especially when it came to matters of faith and 

science. Berg states that ―Hodge did not think it was necessary to try to adapt theology to 

science. He [Hodge] contended that one should hold to the Biblical doctrines whether one can 

explain them or not.‖ 
26

  This characterization and insinuation that Hodge sought to insulate 

his theology from intellectual scrutiny seems overstated as a description of Hodge‘s 

understanding of science vis-à-vis Scripture, especially given the considerable amount of 

attention Hodge devoted to this very topic. While Berg is certainly correct that for Hodge, 

Scripture has primacy among the sources of theology, such a premise does not entail that 

Hodge was an ―obscurantist‖ who disregarded scientific findings that could be construed as 

contrary to biblical teaching. This claim seems to overlook Hodge‘s more nuanced analyses 

of the complexities between Scripture and the natural sciences, especially as exhibited in his 

last book What is Darwinism?
27

  

While Berg does much to clarify and correct mistaken views of Hodge‘s theological 

method, his analysis suffers from a significant oversight: the specific nature of Scottish 

Realism‘s influence on Hodge‘s use of inductivism. This is a noteworthy omission on the part 

of Berg‘s analysis; especially given Berg‘s recognition that for Hodge reason plays a 

                                                           
25

 Berg, 44. See Hodge, Systematic Theology, 1:9-17. 

26
 Berg, 230. 

27
 See What is Darwinism? And Other Writings on Science and Religion. Eds. Mark A. Noll and David N. 

Livingstone. [orig. 1874+ (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 1994). Since Berg’s dissertation in 1952, there has been 
significant research on Hodge’s (and the other Princetonians’) view of science that calls into question Berg’s 
characterization, especially as it concerns the challenges associated with the emergence of Darwin’s theory of 
evolution.  Given the significance of Hodge’s view of science in relation to Hodge’s epistemology and 
understanding of theology in relation to other intellectual domains,  we will explore in more detail Hodge’s 
understanding and use of science in chapter six. 
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prominent role in one‘s conception and reception of revelation. Consequently, Berg‘s account 

of Hodge‘s epistemology requires significant emendation.
28

   

AHLSTROM 

Sydney Ahlstrom‘s seminal essay ―The Scottish Philosophy and American Theology‖ 

is one of the most frequently cited sources used in describing the relationship between 

Scottish Realism and the Princeton theology. Ahlstrom in this article sets out to describe and 

explain how Scottish Realism came to dominate early American thought and its effects on 

theology. Ahlstrom provides what is probably the most definitive and influential summary 

description of Scottish Realism as realized in early American thought: 

 (1) ―Philosophy depends on scientific observation, with the primary object of such 

 observation being self-consciousness and not external behavior of other men.‖ . . .          

 (2) ―The observation of consciousness establishes principles which are anterior to  and 

 independent of experience.‖ . . . (3) ―Nothing can be an efficient cause in the 

 proper  sense but an intelligent being.‖ . . . (4) ―The first principles of morals are 

 self-evident intuitions.‖ 
29

  

 

He attributes the initial and early success of Scottish Realism to its ability to 

circumvent Hume‘s skepticism by way of reductio ad absurdum arguments and by making 

appeals to ―undeniable‖ common sense notions. In the process of making such arguments, the 

Scottish philosophy is said to have relied on several kinds of dualisms: epistemological, 

ontological, and cosmological.
30

 While such an approach initially served apologetic interests 

well, in Ahlstrom‘s assessment, it was this reliance on appeals to ―common sense‖ that 

                                                           
28

Berg, 50. One can assume that Berg was aware of Scottish Realism’s impact on Hodge given Hodge’s explicit 
acknowledgment of his indebtedness to self-identified Scottish Realists, like McCosh (see for example 
Systematic Theology, 1:209-210), but the fact that one must assume Berg’s awareness of Scottish Realism on 
Hodge’s theology (with some qualifications), shows a serious deficiency in Berg’s analysis. 

29
 Sydney E. Ahlstrom, “The Scottish Philosophy and American Theology,” Church History 24 (September 1955): 

261.  

30
 Ahlstrom, 268-269. Ahlstrom’s observation of the Scottish Realist reliance on dualisms echoes Danhof’s 

complaint. It is not clear from Ahlstrom’s article whether his dualism critique coincides with Danhof’s and his 
appeal to Kuyper’s construal of knowledge. It seems unlikely given the lack of any reference to Kuyper or his 
claim of ‘two sciences’. This suggests that not all claims of dualism attributed to Hodge are motivated by the 
same epistemic concerns or sources.  
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eventually minimized and even constrained the Augustinian elements in the ostensibly 

Reformed orientation of the Princeton theologians (as well as others who used Scottish 

Realism). Such use of Scottish Realism resulted in a theology that was ―so lifeless and static 

that a new theological turn was virtually inevitable.‖
31

 This, in Ahlstrom‘s judgment, opened 

the door for theologies that were more ―relevant and dynamic‖ than those reliant on Scottish 

Realism (like the ―Old Princetonians‖) such as ―evolutionary idealism, the social gospel, and 

the ‗religion of feeling‘.‖
32

 Ahlstrom‘s evaluation of Scottish Realism‘s impact on theology 

has subsequently become the received historical explanation for many critics of the 

Princetonians, describing and explaining the intellectual demise of the Princeton theology; an 

explanation that deserves careful consideration, especially given the similar complaint raised 

by post-conservatives as we will see.
33

 

MCALLISTER 

James McAllister‘s dissertation, ―The Nature of Religious Knowledge in the 

Theology of Charles Hodge,‖ provides a detailed exposition of the epistemological influence 

of Reid and Scottish Realism on Charles Hodge and especially his understanding of the 

relationship between knowledge and theology. McAllister‘s dissertation is a narrowly 

focused but detailed examination of Charles Hodge‘s understanding of religious knowledge 

that seeks to identify the influences that decisively shaped Hodge‘s theology, a theology that 

McAllister acknowledges as having a broad influence on American theology.
34

  

                                                           
31

 Ahstrom, 269. 

32
 Ahstrom, 269. 

33
 This received historical explanation of the demise of Princetonians has received expanded attention by 

historian George Marsden in several of his works, a point that will be examined in the next chapter.  

34
 James L. McAllister Jr., “The Nature of Religious Knowledge in the Theology of Charles Hodge” (Ph.D. diss., 

Duke University, 1957), vii-viii. 
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Following a thorough analysis of Hodge‘s epistemology and its use of Scottish 

Realism, McAllister offers a substantial critique: first, that Hodge failed to recognize his own 

reliance on philosophical presuppositions, while at the same time admonishing others for 

their use of philosophical commitments foreign to the Christian faith; second, that Hodge‘s 

reliance on Scottish Realism produced dualistic tendencies in both his epistemology and 

ontology; and third, that Scottish Realism‘s optimism concerning man‘s natural reasoning 

powers undermines the traditional Calvinist understanding of ―total depravity.‖
35

 But for 

McAllister, the most disconcerting aspect of Hodge‘s epistemology is the Princeton 

theologian‘s conception of faith. Hodge‘s intellectualist orientation to faith is viewed by 

McAllister as dependent upon a prior misunderstanding of revelation that conceives of 

revelation as primarily propositional; this in McAllister‘s view leaves little room for a non-

propositional ―testimony of the Spirit.‖
36

  

McAllister complains that on Hodge‘s account of faith, the act of faith is construed 

primarily as an intellectual event, a belief based on the persuasion of evidence.
37

 This reveals, 

what is for McAllister, the underlying problem with Hodge‘s approach to faith and 

correspondingly his theological method: the failure to distinguish between knowledge of 

objects and knowledge of persons.
38

 McAllister avers that ―scientific‖ knowledge is to be 

characterized as knowledge about non-self-conscious objects; our knowledge about such 

objects is primarily contingent on the cognitive subject‘s awareness of such objects. In 

contrast, knowledge of persons is understood by McAllister to be a knowledge that involves a 

personal entity who possesses the freedom and power for self-disclosure. This, according to 
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 McAllister, 287-290, 306. 

36
 McAllister, 198, 260-268. 

37
 McAllister, 250-256. 

38
 McAllister, 309-311. 
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McAllister, is a profound and important distinction that introduces a qualitatively different 

dynamic to the act of knowing, and by implication, one‘s interpretation of the nature of faith 

in relation to knowledge.
39

  This dynamic function of faith underscores McAllister‘s 

commitment to revelation as being personal rather than propositional, which in turn gives 

primacy to the activity and presence of the Holy Spirit. This, in McAllister‘s judgment, 

restores the traditional Reformed emphasis of ―testimony of the Spirit‖ as the legitimate and 

sufficient grounds for faith.
40

  

VANDER STELT 

John C. Vander Stelt in his dissertation, later published as Philosophy and Scripture, 

critiques the Princeton theology on the specific grounds that the Princeton view of Scriptures 

is too dependent on the philosophical presuppositions of Scottish Realism, leading to an 

understanding of inspiration and inerrancy that deviates from the traditional Reformed 

perspective.
41

 Vander Stelt acknowledges that every theologian‘s understanding of Scripture 

is in one way or another shaped by his or her historical and cultural context and 

correspondingly philosophical influences. But in the specific case of the Princetonians, he 

agrees with many of Hodge‘s critics that the Princeton theology was so profoundly shaped by 

Scottish Realism that the resulting theology was and is a significant departure from the 

Reformed theology of John Calvin.
42

 Vander Stelt identifies two fundamental assumptions 

that in his view caused the Princeton approach to stray from a truly distinctive Reformed 

theology and apologetic: a ―dualistic ontology‖ that distinguishes between what is natural and 
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 McAllister, 314. 

40
 McAllister, 319- 326. Whether personal and propositional accounts of revelation are mutually exclusive is a 

significant point that will be addressed in our analysis of theological objections to Hodge’s epistemology (“the 
rationalist objection”). 

41
 John C. Vander Stelt, Philosophy and Scripture: A Study in Old Princeton and Westminister Theology 

(Marlton, New Jersey: Mack Publishing Co, 1978), 3-4. 

42
 Vander Stelt, 331-332. 
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supernatural, and a ―dichotomistic anthropology‖ that understands soul and body as 

independent substances.
43

 Vander Stelt directly attributes these ―dualisms‖ employed by the 

Princetonians, epistemological and ontological, to the influence of Reid and the Scottish 

Philosophy. This use of Scottish ideals, contends Vander Stelt, shapes not only one‘s 

epistemology, but also one‘s view of revelation and Scripture - a formative aspect to one‘s 

theology, and thus a central concern that informs Vander Stelt‘s evaluation.
44

  

The analysis and criticisms of Vander Stelt bear much similarity to earlier criticisms 

raised by Danhof and McAllister, namely that Hodge and the Princetonians have departed 

from the traditional theological commitments of Calvin and his successors due in large part to 

their reliance on Scottish Realism. And not surprisingly, the proposed alternative of Vander 

Stelt likewise shares much in common with Danhof and McAllister. Like McAllister, Vander 

Stelt rejects the theological supposition that revelation is primarily propositional.
45

 In fact, 

both McAllister and Vander Stelt devote considerable attention in their critiques to raising 

problems with theological appeals to propositional revelation on both conceptual and 

pragmatic grounds. In particular, their concerns seem to revolve around primarily pragmatic 

considerations involving the practical and adverse effects that commitment to propositional 

revelation creates in terms of the spiritual life and health of the community of faith, namely 

                                                           
43

 Vander Stelt, 271.One may note the similarity with Danhof’s criticism whom Vander Stelt references in his 
bibliography but does not specifically cite in his critique. It is also noteworthy that both Danhof and Vander 
Stelt cite approvingly theologians of the Dutch Reformed tradition as the basis for their respective critiques, 
particularly in upholding Kuyper and other Dutch Reformed theologians as being more consistent with the 
broader Reformed tradition initially established by Calvin. (See Vander Stelt, pp. 317ff.).  This will be addressed 
in some detail in the evaluation of the “Rationalist Objection” in chapter five. 

44
 Vander Stelt, 133-140. 

45
 Vander Stelt, 309, 320-321, 329. While Vander Stelt shares McAllister’s opprobrium towards Hodge’s 

reliance on propositions, it is not apparent, but seems unlikely, that Vander Stelt’s reasons are the same as 
McAllister’s given that Vander Stelt appeals to traditional Reformed orthodoxy as the basis for his criticisms of 
Hodge while McAllister does not. This is a point that we will address in some more detail in chapter five. 
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an intellectualist approach to faith devoid of grace and divine initiative.
46

 Vander Stelt 

concludes with a general concern about Hodge‘s  view of theology:  reliance on doctrine and 

intellectualist approaches to faith are conducive to a ―dead orthodoxy‖ in which Christianity 

is viewed as mere intellectual assent to a set of doctrinal propositions with little to no concern 

for how one lives in regard to personal and corporate piety. Such a concern echoes 

McAllister‘s distinction between ―knowledge about objects‖ and ―knowledge of persons.‖
47

 

BARRANGER 

Douglas Barranger‘s dissertation undertakes a detailed examination of Hodge‘s 

epistemology drawing upon previous analyses. While echoing many of the same earlier 

concerns and criticisms, Barranger seems particularly interested in the epistemological and 

theological characteristics that made Hodge‘s theology, especially given its reliance on 

Scottish Realism, so resistant to and insulated from the profound and sweeping theological 

changes of Hodge‘s day.  Barranger explores the formative influences on Hodge particularly 

that of Archibald Alexander, and further notes Hodge‘s personal proclivities towards 

conservatism, both in thought and habit, and concludes: 

 It was Hodge's constitutional conservatism and his profound respect for Alexander, in 

 conjunction with his understanding of truth, knowledge, and theology stemming from 
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Vander Stelt, 333. Vander  Stelt articulates what he thinks is a more traditional (i.e. Reformed) understanding 
of testimonium spiritus sancti (abbreviated as TSS by Vander Stelt), which he sees as playing  a more prominent 
role in how one conceives of the Christian life in relation to Scripture than Hodge and the other Princetonians 
allow: “Through the TSS, Scripture is no longer viewed as a book of supernaturally given and, supposedly, 
interpreted facts that absolve man, in a sense, from having to wrestle confessionally to know the Word of the 
Lord. Moreover, truth is no longer first of all something one thinks about, but rather, something that one does 
by walking in the truth.” (33; italics original). 

47
 See McAllister, 308. This characterization of the Princeton theology as a sterile, stale, and merely an 

intellectual approach to faith has become a common criticism of the Princetonians, but the work of W. Andrew 
Hoffecker Jr. has done much to challenge such depictions of the Princetonians as being uninterested in piety, 
see “The Relation Between the Objective and Subjective Elements in Christian Religious Experience: A Study in 
the Systematic and Devotional Writings of Archibald Alexander, Charles Hodge, and Benjamin B. Warfield” 
(Ph.D. diss., Brown University, 1970); idem, “The Devotional Life of Archibald Alexander, Charles Hodge, and 
Benjamin B. Warfield” Westminister Theological Journal 42 (1979): 111-129; and idem,  Piety and the Princeton 
Theologians: Archibald Alexander, Charles Hodge, and Benjamin Warfield (Phillipsburg: Presbyterian & 
Reformed, 1981). 
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 the Princeton tradition, that helped him perform a quite remarkable task, perhaps 

 unparalleled by his American contemporaries. Throughout his life, his theology 

 remained virtually unchanged. Hodge's theology stood as a mighty fortress, "a bastion 

 of Presbyterian orthodoxy,‖ against a torrent of perpetual change and perplexing 

 uncertainties.
48

 

In Barranger‘s judgment, such theological conservatism was primarily the consequence of the 

adoption of Scottish Realism; an epistemology that was appealing and even comforting to 

those predisposed to traditionalism, but in the long run, a view of knowledge and truth that 

proved to be inconsistent, inherently unstable, and ultimately unsustainable in light of 

profound intellectual, including theological, changes and corresponding challenges. For 

Barranger, the critical defect in Scottish Realism‘s epistemology is located in the undue 

confidence attributed to consciousness. Barranger, citing Hodge, describes the authority 

ascribed to consciousness: 

 Consciousness is absolutely sovereign within its sphere. Anything advocated 

 contrary to it, including reason, can only result in contradiction or skepticism. Even 

 "the Scriptures, coming from the author of our constitution, are consistent with those 

 facts and assume those laws [of human nature].‖ The authority of consciousness is so 

 forceful that although "men may speculate as they please, they must believe and act 

 according to the laws impressed on our nature by our Creator.‖  That is, "it is as 

 impossible for us to free ourselves from the laws of belief implanted in our 

 constitution, as it is to free ourselves  from the laws of nature.‖
49

 

Barranger argues that Hodge‘s polemic based on a presumably infallible consciousness 

resulted in a theological method and polemic that became self-justifying and ultimately 

unfalsifiable given that arguments drawn from one‘s own consciousness would seem 

undeniable and therefore not susceptible to refutation or revision: 
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 Douglas Scovil Barranger, “Charles Hodge’s Understanding of Knowledge and Its Influence on His Theology,” 
(Ph.D. diss., University of Aberdeen, 1984), 32. 

49
 Barranger, 180. One troubling tendency in Barranger’s analysis and arguments is to cite Hodge selectively 

(even if frequently) with little attention to context, especially in regard to the details of the progression of 
Hodge’s arguments. This, in my estimation, makes Barranger’s arguments susceptible to misrepresentation of 
Hodge’s theological rationale for appealing to consciousness as suitable grounds for theological reasoning. This 
element of Hodge’s epistemology requires  further elaboration, a need that I hope to satisfy  in our analysis of 
Hodge’s use of Scottish Realism and particularly his appeal to consciousness as grounds for knowledge and 
truth. 
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 With these polemic categories at his dosposal [sic] within which to 'pigeon-hole'  his 

 opponents, Hodge can easily 'demonstrate' what is only apparently self-evident and 

 what is truly self-evident. His theological adversaries, confined to  agnosticism and 

 error,  cannot demonstrate that his 'scriptural' doctrines contradict  the facts of 

 consciousness. They are mistaken as to matters of fact. The Bible contains absolute 

 facts which are infallibly interpreted by the one true theological system. They are 

 consistent with the facts of consciousness, by definition. Hodge's doctrines are 

 irrefutable on the grounds of  consciousness. His opponents' doctrines are subject to 

 refutation by them. The infallible authority of consciousness becomes the infallible 

 authority of Hodge.
50

 

Barranger concludes that such an approach, indebted to Scottish Realism for its appeals to 

consciousness and ―common sense‖ notions, is not only epistemologically deficient but also 

theologically inconsistent: 

 Hodge's 'theory of knowledge' necessitates consciousness be infallible. The only 

 alternative is absolute skepticism. As the veracity of consciousness is necessary for 

 knowledge, it must be true (by definition). Theology then cannot be inconsistent with 

 this 'fact‘.  Hence, Hodge's theology is an attempt to synthesize an autonomously 

 anthropocentric and naturalistic theory of knowledge with a professedly theocentric or 

 Christocentric theology. One is absolutely dependent on man (despite claims to the 

 contrary), and the other is professed to be absolutely dependent on God. The two are 

 antithetical and defy integration.
51
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 Barranger, 215.  Historian of American philosophy, Bruce Kuklick, makes essentially the same criticism as 
Barranger: “Hodge chastised any beliefs he did not like by insisting that they tried to circumvent intuitions 
plainly necessary to thought itself. Thus, he defended many of his cultural prejudices that came under attack 
as prerequisites to the essence of thought itself.” “The Place of Charles Hodge in the History of Ideas in 
America” in Charles Hodge Revisited, 71. 

51 Barranger, 382-383. Barranger, in addition to describing Hodge’s appeal to one’s own consciousness as 

“anthropocentric” and “naturalistic” in terms of epistemological orientation, further contends that Hodge is 
inconsistent with his own affirmations of “total depravity”: “Hodge professes to adhere to the doctrines of 
original sin, total depravity, and total inability. On the other hand, he contends that the veracity of 
consciousness is absolute within its appropriate sphere; consciousness is infallible. Indeed, all knowledge 
within the sphere of nature is supposedly established and rendered certain by consciousness. If one denies the 
veracity of consciousness on any one point, he also denies the possibility of all knowledge. If consciousness is 
claimed to be so authoritative and infallible, how is it that original sin affects ‘the whole man’, and man's 
depravity and inabililty *sic+ are ‘total’” (225). Barranger’s analysis and critique is one that reiterates a frequent 
complaint of Hodge’s use of Scottish Realism: minimization of the Reformed doctrine of depravity, specifically 
the noetic effects of sin. This point elicits the need for careful interrogation of Hodge’s appeal to consciousness 
based on his use of Scottish Realism and its consistency with a theological commitment to Reformed 
perspectives on human depravity, specifically in regards to the noetic effects of sin. This will be of critical 
interest in our next two chapters. 
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 HICKS 

Peter Hicks‘ 1986 dissertation at the University of London published as The 

Philosophy of Charles Hodge: A 19
th

 Century Evangelical Approach to Reason, Knowledge 

and Truth provides a detailed explication of Charles Hodge‘s epistemology against the 

backdrop of the emergence of Kant and German Idealism. Hicks observes that most of the 

studies of Hodge‘s theology have been done almost exclusively in light of the influence of 

Scottish Philosophy.  While Hicks acknowledges that such studies are beneficial to 

understanding Charles Hodge‘s thought, especially in how Scottish Realism shaped Hodge‘s 

theology, Hicks contends that it was the ―theological concepts of the nature of God and of 

persons, and Hodge‘s consequent reaction to post-Kantian philosophy [that] were primary 

factors in the shaping of his thought, and, in particular his epistemology.‖
52

 Hicks‘ focused 

analysis of the interaction between Sir William Hamilton (known for his efforts  in 

attempting to synthesize Reid‘s and Kant‘s epistemology) and Princeton, especially Hodge, is 

quite illuminating in terms of understanding Hodge‘s epistemological commitments in light 

of Humean skepticism and Kant‘s attempts to overcome Hume‘s devastating arguments.  

What is particularly noteworthy to Hicks is the initial acceptance of much of William 

Hamilton‘s work by many of the Princetonians, especially as evinced by articles in the 

Princeton Review, only to be followed by a sudden and decisive change of heart by those 

same theologians leading to a flurry of critical essays rejecting Hamilton‘s ―philosophy of the 

conditioned.‖
53

 Hicks uses this occasion as an opportunity to parse out Hodge‘s 

                                                           
52

 Peter Hicks, The Philosophy of Charles Hodge: A 19
th

 Century Evangelical Approach to Reason, Knowledge 
and Truth, Studies in American Religion (Lampeter, Wales: Edwin Mellen Press, 1997), ix. 

53
 Hicks, 1-29.  Among those who “turned” on Hamilton was Charles Hodge, see Systematic Theology 1:346-

365. The fact that Hodge devotes 20 pages to rebutting Hamilton’s claim that theists have faith, but not 
knowledge of God, and the specific references to Kant in that discussion suggest significant awareness on 
Hodge’s part  of  Kant’s epistemology. This provides prima facie grounds for rejecting the complaint that 
Hodge overlooked or was just ignorant of the merits of Kant’s epistemology, especially in creating room for 
faith. Hicks’ thorough analysis likewise corroborates that such exclamations are without merit. We will explore 
this issue in much more detail in chapter four. 
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epistemology, and specifically Hodge‘s delineation of religious knowledge and truth against a 

backdrop of the epistemological challenges posed by Hume and Kant.
54

 Hicks helps the 

reader to put Hodge‘s view of reason in proper context, both in terms of the historical-

intellectual milieu in which Hodge formed his views, and in relation to Hodge‘s related 

theological commitments. Moreover, substantial discussion is directed towards Hodge‘s view 

of faith and how that relates to Hodge‘s understanding of reason in explicit contrast to the 

contentions of Kant and his sympathizers. 

 Hicks contends that the common criticism of intellectual obscurantism raised against 

Hodge, specifically that Hodge ignores the philosophical insights and challenges raised by 

Hume, Kant, and others, is unfounded given these considerations. Hodge‘s epistemology, in 

Hick‘s judgment, can be best described as a sophisticated theological realism ―though tinged 

at times with naïve theological realism.‖
55

  Hicks concludes that such realism, while clearly 

indebted to Scottish Realism in terms of his epistemology, is greatly tempered by his 

Reformed theological convictions: 

 Foundational, then, to Hodge‘s theology and epistemology was his concept of an 

 objectively existing God revealing himself to the individual in an experience or rather 

 series of experiences which were self authenticating in the sense that the individual 

 was left in no doubt that the experience was a real experience of a real God. The 

 foundation for Hodge was thus not reason, though his concept of a rational God, and 

 of the  integrated nature of the human person which included rationality, meant that it 

 was highly likely that the intellectual part of us would be involved in the encounter 

 with God just as much as the rest of us.‖ 
56
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 See Hicks, 108-220. 

55
 Hicks, 191-193. I think Hicks’ work in this regard challenges the contention of Danhof and others who charge 

Hodge with ignoring Kant – a point to be directly addressed in our fourth chapter. 

56
 Hicks, 206.  Hicks offers this explanation of Hodge’s view of proposition revelation vis-à-vis personal 

experience:  “Propositional revelation was important to him, and even more important to his successors at 
Princeton, partly because of his theological background, partly because his model of divine revelation was 
person to person communication, and propositions play a large role in that, and partly because it was the 
validity or importance of propositions that was being challenged by those, who in Hodge’s view, had 
abandoned historic Christianity in favor of pantheism.” 
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 DE BIE 

 Linden J. De Bie‘s dissertation ―German Idealism in Protestant Orthodoxy: The 

Mercersburg Movement, 1840-1860‖ investigates the conflict between the theologians and 

their respective theologies at Mercersburg and Princeton. The significance of this conflict lies 

in the fact that proponents of the ―Mercersburg Theology‖ were substantially influenced by 

the ―Romantic Movement‖ with its roots in German Idealism, resulting in a conspicuous 

clash between Hodge and the Mercersburg theologians, particularly John Williamson Nevin 

and Philipp Schaff. It is this contentious debate, expressed in a number of book reviews and 

articles by both parties, that specific points of disagreement were raised concerning 

knowledge in relation to the emerging perspectives of German Idealism as an alternative to 

those of Scottish Realism. De Bie notes that ―American Protestants adopted common sense 

realism, finding that it cooperated nicely with the inductive science of experimentation. The 

spirit of ‗proofs‘ seemed to lend support to orthodoxy‘s fading star.‖
57

 This gradual decline of 

evangelical theological fortunes, in De Bie‘s judgment, was further hastened by a clash 

between these ideological competitors that portended coming shifts in epistemology and the 

eventual demise of the Princeton theology, a clash that can be clearly seen in the contrasts 

between  Hodge  and his use of  ―common sense realism‖ and Schaff and Nevin and their 

underlying commitment to German Idealism  – a comparison that illuminates the ideological 

dispositions of the Princeton theologians. De Bie observes,   

In religion, Hodge is just one of many examples of influential leaders who  celebrated 

 the conviviality of scientific progress and empirical method. Bacon, Stewart and Reid 

 were heroes. But it was the principles they inculcated that made them so. 

 Experimentation and sense certainty were adapted to the situation.  Inductive science 

 was not at war with revealed faith because evangelicals were committed to limiting 

 experimental science to the analysis of natural phenomena. Hodge and other Old 
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 Linden J. De Bie, “German Idealism in Protestant Orthodoxy: The Mercersburg Movement, 1840-1860” 
(Ph.D. diss., McGill University, 1987), 476. 
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 School Presbyterians found this to be in harmony with their more traditional ideas of 

 philosophical dualism.
58

   

DeBie further explains the attractiveness of such a dualism:  

Theoretically Scottish Realism was perceived to give dominance to the importance of 

 understanding nature. Evangelicals supported this because it seemed to leave 

 revelation alone and in the safe hand of orthodox leaders. The world could be 

 described in practical  terms by physical scientists; the Bible could  be described in 

 equally practical terms by ―spiritual‖ scientists. The practical implication was the 

 cultural balance of social progress and solid fundamental religion.
59

  

De Bie‘s analysis provides an opportunity to see the ―clash of two very different 

philosophical and theological points of view.‖
60

 The struggle that ensued, while it may have 

been primarily focused on theological issues, was essentially a dispute in terms of underlying 

philosophies, that of German Idealism and Scottish Realism, respectively. It is De Bie‘s 

contention that while this clash between German Idealism and Scottish Realism is widely 

recognized, there needs to be further clarification of our understanding of this collision 

between these two theological schools that were vying for dominance in the American 

theological scene; especially since both German Idealism and Scottish Realism had 

undergone significant modification in light of American cultural and social ideals. This 

dissertation is of significant interest to our analysis on two specific points: first, the 

interaction and even antipathy of Hodge towards Schaff and Nevin which played a profound 

role in shaping Hodge‘s theology. Hodge‘s mostly negative response to the Mercersburg 
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 De Bie, 476. 

59
 De Bie, 478. De Bie goes on to explain the implications of this putative “dualism” that stood in stark contrast 

to the monistic tendencies of the Mercersburg theologians, specifically a dualistic understanding of a ‘spiritual’ 
revelation vis-à-vis the natural, physical world: “Their commitment was to a strict dualism. Unity with the 
world of revelation was certainly expressed as unity with Christ; but it was a spiritual Christ whose ‘life’ was 
mediated through an invisible Spirit. The connection between revelation and the physical world was not itself 
physical. It occurred in the individual’s recognition of the content of revelation.”  Whether De Bie’s 
characterization of Hodge is accurate remains to be seen, but this does elucidate why dualism is a persistent 
and prominent criticism of Hodge. 

60
De Bie, 8. For more on the Mercersburg theology, see James Hasting Nichols, ed., The Mercersburg Theology 

(Eugene, Oregon: Wipf & Stock, 2004). Nichols notes that one of the leading theologians of the Mercersburg 
theology was John Williamson Nevin who, ironically, was a student of Hodges and later taught Hodge’s courses 
at Princeton while Hodge was in Germany (7). 
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theology underscores a concern that Hodge had about the growing acceptance of German 

Idealism and Schleiermacher. Secondly, De Bie‘s recognition that both German Idealism and 

Scottish Realism were shaped and modified in light of American theological interests and 

needs, cautions the interpretation that  both the Mercersburg theology and the Princeton 

theology were merely exemplifications of German Idealism and Scottish Realism simpliciter 

respectively.  

DUNCAN 

 J. Ligon Duncan‘s thesis ―Common Sense and American Presbyterianism: An 

Evaluation of the Impact of Scottish Realism on Princeton and the South‖ confronts the 

argument that Scottish Realism in conjunction with Protestant Scholasticism created a new 

conservative approach to Scriptures that was a significant departure from the traditional 

Reformed perspective.
61

 Duncan takes particular aim at the claims of Rogers and McKim in 

their book The Authority and Interpretation of the Bible: An Historical Approach specifically 

directing the reader‘s attention to the fact that their polemical efforts are clearly intended to 

persuade us that the approach yielded by Barth and Berkouwer are more in line with Calvin 

and his successors.
62

 Duncan‘s thesis thus takes on the task of clarifying the contribution and 

effects of Scottish Realism on the Princeton theology in light of such contentions.
63

 Duncan 

                                                           
61

 J. Ligon Duncan, III, “Common Sense and American Presbyterianism: An Evaluation of the Impact of Scottish 
Realism on Princeton and the South” (M.A. Thesis, Covenant Theological Seminary, 1987), 1. 

62
 Duncan, 2. Rogers and McKim essentially contend that the Princetonians, due to their reliance on Scottish 

Realism and use of Protestant Scholasticism, introduced a distinctive understanding of Scripture that viewed 
the Scriptures primarily as a repository of inerrant propositions, which Rogers and McKim aver is a significant 
departure from the traditional Reformed understanding of Scripture, particularly in the Princetonian demand 
that Scripture be construed as precise and inerrant facts. Rogers and McKim’s historical argument that this is a 
deviation from Calvin and his successors has been challenged by a number of works, most notably John 
Woodbridge’s work Biblical Authority: A Critique of the Rogers/McKim Proposal (Grand Rapids: Zondervan 
Publishing  House, 1982), who calls into question both their historical methodology and their conclusions. 

63
 Duncan, 3. It should be noted that Duncan also provides a comparative analysis with the Scottish 

philosophy’s effects on the American South, specifically Union and Columbia seminaries to draw illuminating 
comparisons and contrasts between Princeton and these southern Reformed thinkers. I think Duncan makes a 
significant point here in illustrating the diversity in the usage of Scottish Realism by both Princeton and the 
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concludes: ―Those who would identify Common Sense as foundational to the ‗Princeton 

theology‘ fail to see Common Sense in its historical context.‖
64

  

Duncan‘s analysis solicits the question: why did the Princetonians and other 

conservative Presbyterians align themselves with Scottish Realism? The specific reason for 

the Princetonian adoption of Scottish Realism is difficult to determine, but Duncan proposes 

several possible considerations: first, it provided ―a philosophically acceptable defense of 

their Christianity (in an age of rationalism)‖; second, Scottish Realism was amenable to the 

metaphysics of these conservative Presbyterians; and finally, of all the Enlightenment 

philosophies, Scottish Realism was closest to a Calvinist epistemology.
65

 But as Duncan 

hastens to point out, ―[t]he only theology extant in nineteenth century America which could 

whole-heartedly adopt ‗Common Sense Theology‘ was Unitarianism.‖
66

  

Duncan‘s analysis raises several questions about criticisms levied against the 

Princetonians, including the point that the critics themselves often seem ―unsympathetic‖ and 

polemically motivated in their analysis of these theologians.
67

 In concluding his evaluation, 

Duncan targets the specific claims made by Rogers and McKim in their book The Authority 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
South and yet sharing a common commitment to an inerrant biblical text. I concur with Duncan that this at the 
very least suggests that the analysis proffered by Rogers and McKim is overly simplistic and fails to consider 
other possible influences that may have encouraged commitment to inerrancy. (See 66-93 for a detailed 
description of such Southern Presbyterians as Dabney and Thornwell). 

64
 Duncan, 14. Duncan cites (fn. 16) Ahlstrom, 262-265 in support of  Scottish Realism’s widespread acceptance 

and use; for further  description of the broad influence of Scottish Realism, see  Petersen, “Scottish Common 

Sense in America.”  

65
 Duncan, 19. 

66
Duncan, 18. Duncan directly quotes Ahlstrom in support of this significant point: “*The Unitarians+ could 

adopt and use the system of fellow moderates in Scotland. For the better part of a century they could grow 
with and within the tradition because their needs harmonized with its basic presuppositions. Nor did these 
presuppositions put their theology under stress” (Ahlstrom, 268). This reinforces the point that the adaptation 
of Scottish Realism was along broad theological lines and hardly unique to Hodge and the Princetonians. 
Consequently this makes Scottish Realism questionable as a sufficient historical explanation for the theological 
particularities of Hodge and the Princetonians, like biblical inerrancy, since Scottish Realism’s doctrinal effects 
varied with diverse theological traditions. 

67
 Duncan, 25. He notes in particular Ernest Sandeen, John C. Vander Stelt (see the discussion above), and 

Rogers and McKim. 
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and Interpretation of the Bible, since this work has been used as a primary source of criticism 

of the Princetonians in alleging Scottish Realism‘s undue influence in creating biblical 

inerrancy.
68

 Duncan concludes that Rogers and McKim, and others who share their criticism 

of the Princetonians, have failed to understand accurately the historical significance of 

Scottish Realism, but instead have relied on simplistic generalizations that do not take into 

account the broad and diverse nature and use of Scottish philosophy in America. Duncan‘s 

critique underscores the need for careful analysis and evaluation of Scottish Realism‘s 

specific influence on the Princetonians and their theology.
69

 

PLASTER 

David Plaster‘s dissertation ―The Theological Method of the Early Princetonians‖ 

examines the theological method of the Princetonians with specific focus on the contribution 

of Archibald Alexander and Charles Hodge. Of explicit interest to Plaster is the observation 

that the various theologians associated with the Princeton theology had different theological 

and cultural experiences and yet shared a common conception of biblical authority, use of 

Scottish Realism, adherence to the Reformed tradition, and understanding of the relevance of 

religious experience. How to explain such conformity is a critical question that Plaster seeks 

to answer.
70

 Of particular interest to Plaster is the commonly received historical explanation 

that Scottish Realism decisively shaped and unified the formation of the Princeton theology 

leading Plaster to examine the plausibility of this explanation by comparing the four sources 
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 Duncan in pages 110-114 summarily provides specific rebuttals to a number of claims made by Rogers and 

McKim and concludes that their analysis seems more driven by polemical intent than historical explanation. 
Duncan then follows this critique with specific recommendations for future study of Scottish Realism that 
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of theology utilized by Archibald Alexander and Charles Hodge: Scripture, Scottish Realism, 

the Reformed tradition, and religious experience.
71

 

 Plaster concludes in specific regard to Scottish Realism that while there are perceived 

benefits of this epistemology, there are also enduring weaknesses. First, the appeal and 

reliance on universal consensus is problematic in that it is acutely difficult, if not impossible, 

to establish any sort of consensus, let alone ―universal consensus.‖ Even more troubling to 

Plaster is that what may be universally accepted may turn out in fact to be not true.
72

  A 

second problem concerns Scottish Realism‘s decidedly anthropocentric orientation that 

clashed with Calvinistic sensibilities, most notably the Reformers‘ commitment to total 

depravity and its implications for epistemological endeavors. A third and related issue 

involves the palpable rationalist tendencies inherent to Scottish Realism.
73

 And finally, while 

its scientific appeal was at the time seemingly undeniable, when scientific discoveries, most 

notably Darwin‘s theory on biological evolution, shifted science‘s perceived posture towards 

religious belief, and Christianity in particular, from ally to adversary, it placed its proponents 

in a difficult intellectual quandary.
74

 

 Given these profound weaknesses of Scottish Realism, Plaster ponders why the 

Princetonians would build their theological method on this particular philosophical 

foundation?  Were they unaware of such congenital defects? The fact that the Princetonians 

did imbibe of Scottish Realism seems beyond questioning. But as Plaster notes, there is some 

debate concerning the extent of Princeton‘s dependence on the Scottish philosophy. On one 
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 Plaster, 106; Plaster cites McAllister on this point, 365. 
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 Plaster, 107; Here Plaster refers to the previously mentioned observation of Ahlstrom that Scottish Realism 

made the Princeton theology “lifeless and static.”  
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of George Marsden in the next chapter.  
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side, Marsden contends that ―common sense‖ notions derived from Scottish Realism were 

essential and definitive of Princeton theology.
75

 But others, most notably Mark Noll, view 

Princeton‘s reliance on Scottish Realism as being constrained by their Calvinism, though not 

always consistently.
76

 Plaster favors Noll‘s assessment by taking note of several statements 

by both Alexander and Hodge that affirm the priority given to Scripture over ―reason,‖ thus 

constraining the role of reason in doing theology, particularly reason drawn from Scottish 

Realism.
77

 Furthermore, Plaster concurs with Noll that the Princetonians‘ commitment to the 

Reformed tradition, especially the importance of religious experience and the debilitating 

effects of sin on man‘s rational abilities, created explicit constraints on their use of Scottish 

Realism.
78

 So Plaster concludes that while Scottish Realism was indeed influential in the 

Princeton theological method, such an influence must be seen as being mitigated by other 

influences, most notably the Princetonians‘ Reformed confessionalism.
79

 

 JONES 

Charles Jones‘ in his dissertation ―Charles Hodge, the Keeper of Orthodoxy: the 

Method, Purpose and Meaning of His Apologetic,‖ observes that while there has been much 

scholarly discussion and debate over the Princetonians‘ understanding of Scripture and 

biblical authority in relation to the influences of Scottish Realism, little has been done to 
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examine more precisely ―how Hodge‘s theological method informed [his] doctrinal 

convictions.‖
80

   

Jones‘ analysis is mainly devoted to explicating Hodge‘s theological method and 

consists of two parts. First, based on Hodge‘s explicit description of theological method in his 

Systematic Theology, Jones canvasses Hodge‘s contributions in the Princeton Review, 

drawing attention especially to how Hodge defines and distinguishes proper theology from 

improper theology. Jones makes two salient observations: first, Hodge‘s most provocative 

work is done in those essays written in the Princeton Review rather than his systematic 

theology which is often the source consulted in various critiques of Hodge. Second, Hodge‘s 

work in those essays should be characterized as primarily defensive rather than innovative.
81

 

The second part of Jones‘ examination is tasked to demonstrate how Hodge‘s methodology 

informs his polemical interactions with Finney and revivalism, Darwin and his evolutionary 

theory, and the various critiques of Romanticism, and whether Hodge‘s approach was 

consistent – both theologically and philosophically. 

 Of primary interest to this dissertation is Jones‘ specific understanding and evaluation 

of the role Scottish Realism played in the formation and application of Hodge‘s theological 

method. Two points made by Jones seem particularly germane to our discussion. The first 

concerns Hodge‘s use of the term ―science,‖ a central consideration in trying to understand 

Hodge‘s view of theology and one that has received some scrutiny as previously noted.  

Many have inferred that Hodge‘s approach is rationalistic in a manner consistent with 

Hodge‘s alleged ‗scholastic‘ roots.
82

 But as Jones points out, Hodge‘s express reliance on the 
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inductive method is a significant departure from Turretin‘s scholastic method that explicitly 

relies on deductive reasoning.
83

 This would suggest that scientia as understood by Hodge was 

somewhat distinct from Turretin‘s conception, relying more explicitly on empiricism than 

Turretin‘s approach would allow. This also suggests to Jones that Hodge had more of an 

Enlightenment perspective in his use of the term ―science‖ than Turretin.
84

  

A second significant point raised by Jones considers the claim that Hodge assumed 

that both nature and Scripture were ―equally perspicuous‖ given Hodge‘s description of the 

theologian‘s task as that of ―collecting‖ and ―arranging‖ the ―facts‖ of Scripture.
85

 Jones 

devotes several pages elucidating inductivism as inherited from Bacon and Newton and 

modified by Hodge and his particular use of Scottish Realism.
86

  Jones observes that the 

inductivism that Hodge described as a matter of ―collecting and arranging‖ is based on a 

highly nuanced understanding of knowledge that synthesized Hodge‘s use of Reidian 

intuitionism, biblical authority, and general revelation resulting in confidence that biblical 

―facts‖ would coincide with the ―facts‖ drawn from the natural sciences (at least on a 

theoretical level, though not always realized in practice).
87
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Jones further elucidates Hodge‘s epistemology by noting Hodge‘s delineated 

renunciation of ―unscientific‖ methods that Hodge associates with ―rationalism.‖ For Hodge, 

―rationalism‖ was defined as assigning ―undue authority to reason in matters of religion.‖
88

 

Jones observes that in Systematic Theology, Hodge outlined three versions of ―rationalism‖: 

―deistical‖ which denies the possibility or fact of supernatural revelation; ―transcendental‖ 

which maintains any truths revealed must be ―truths of reason‖; and ―dogmatic‖ which 

elevated faith ―into knowledge‖ and ―exalted [Christianity] into a philosophy.‖
89

  Hodge 

explicitly rejects all three of these versions of rationalism.
90

 But in rejecting all three versions 

of rationalism, Hodge also cautions his readers about the antithesis of rationalism, that of 

―mysticism‖ which bases one‘s theology on the grounds of ―feeling experiences.‖
91

 Jones 

concludes that Hodge shows himself not to be the obscurantist that he is often accused of 

being but rather a careful thinker who wants to avoid the excesses of both ―rationalism‖ and 

―mysticism‖ -  a conclusion that directly challenges the description offered in many of the 

critiques of Hodge, particularly those of Danhof, McAllister, and Vander Stelt.
92

  

 

STEWART 

John William Stewart‘s dissertation ―The Tethered Theology: Biblical Criticism, 

Common Sense Philosophy, and the Princeton Theologians, 1812-1860‖ examines the 
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Princetonians‘ (Hodge included) response to the rise of historical criticism of the Bible.
93

 

Stewart notes in particular two defining features of the Princetonians‘ response: adherence to 

rational systematization of their theology and apologetic zeal in defending their theological 

commitments.
94

As Stewart observes, their ―apologia was designed to defend the intellectual 

credibility of Reformed Christianity in the presence of all aspects of nineteenth-century 

thought.‖
95

 Stewart goes on to detail the formidable task of constructing such an apologia, 

which became central to the Princeton understanding and use of theology and Scriptures.
96

 

Most pertinent to our interests is Stewart‘s examination of the Princeton hermeneutic in 

relation to their appropriation of Scottish Realism as the underlying epistemological 

foundation for that hermeneutic.  One critical distinctive that Stewart proposes is that Scottish 

Realism as appropriated by the Princetonians did not create the conviction that the Bible was 

true, but rather explained how we could know that the Bible is true.
97

  

The fact that the Princetonians were heavily dependent on Scottish Realism is readily 

attested by the fact that ―between 1830 to 1860, there were at least thirty articles that endorse 

and interpreted the views of common sense realism.‖
98

 While it is now widely recognized 

that Scottish Realism was nearly ubiquitous in early American culture, Stewart maintains that 
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there is need to understand the specific nature and tenets of Scottish Realism in order to fully 

appreciate its specific effects on the Princetonians and their theological conclusions.
99

  

Stewart offers three broad generalizations that help us understand the philosophical 

foundation that Scottish Realism provided to the establishment of the Princeton theology and 

its subsequent response to biblical criticism. The first is to properly locate Scottish Realism in 

―the stream of American philosophy and science.‖ Most have placed the zenith of Scottish 

Realism between the American Enlightenment and Romanticism, but even more accurate in 

Stewart‘s judgment, is to locate Scottish Realism between the scientific revolutions of 

Newton and Darwin. This in Stewart‘s estimation is significant in that with the Darwinian 

revolution, there was a decisive shift in metaphysical assumptions from a perspective of 

reality that viewed the physical world as being of a ―fixed stable design‖ (which was 

conducive to belief in a personal Creator God), to a developmental view of reality that 

undermined stability and confidence in common and objective knowledge claims about 

reality and God.
100

  

The second generalization proffered by Stewart is to recognize that Reid and other 

Scottish proponents were advocating a foundationalist approach to knowledge founded on 

―basic beliefs‖ accessible to all and dependent only on the claim that God has so constituted 

man‘s mental faculties so as to yield true and accurate beliefs.
101

 Correspondingly, the third 

generalization is that this foundationalist model relied on a number of dualisms, most 

notably: object and subject, mind and matter, Creator and creation, and natural and revealed 
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theology. This made the Scottish approach to knowledge not only inherently conservative but 

also afforded ready apologetic application by appeal to ―common sense‖ considerations.
102

 

These three elements served as vital assumptions for the Princeton response to biblical 

criticism. In applying these three elements to the Princeton approach to Scriptures, 

specifically hermeneutics, Scottish Realism yielded what Stewart refers to as ―six common 

sense commitments‖:
103

 

(1) the metaphysics of actuality; (2) the assumption of universality; (3) the 

methodology of induction; (4) the functioning of language; (5) the role of memory 

and historical testimony; and (6) the suspicion of imagination.
104

  

These six common sense commitments were foundational to the Princetonians‘ 

understanding and use of Scripture as they developed their theology and responded to the 

competing alternatives.
105

 While these ―common sense‖ convictions are conducive to the 

Princetonians‘ presumption that objective apprehension of the biblical text is possible, even 

obligatory, Stewart makes the further and significant observation that such convictions also 

comport well with the traditional Reformed understanding of the perspicuity of Scripture, 

what Stewart describes as ―a natural extension of the Protestant principle of sola scriptura.
106

  

Stewart goes on to point out that such convictions about the nature and accessibility of 

Scripture can be traced to the Princetonian adherence to the Westminister Confession of Faith 

and Francis Turretin (whose own work served as the standard theological text at Princeton 
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until the publication of Hodge‘s Systematic Theology) both of which lack the explicit 

connection to Scottish Realism. This suggests that a proper understanding of the Princeton 

doctrine and use of Scripture is not sufficiently described and accounted for in terms of the 

philosophical influence of Scottish Realism. 

Stewart proposes that the appeal of integrating Scottish Realism with Reformed 

theology for the Princetonians was the presumption that scriptural truth is inherently, in terms 

of its propositional content, universally accessible. Such a supposition was based on the 

belief that all mankind shares a common set of cognitive faculties and consequently, cultures 

are fairly homogenous and therefore capable of facilitating ―communication over time and 

culture.‖ But, as Stewart goes on to point out, these very assumptions became causalities in 

the development of critical theories based on historical, scientific, and anthropological studies 

that revealed a much more culturally diverse world, both presently and historically, 

challenging the credibility of such universals.
107

 This, Stewart argues, explains the demise of 

both Scottish Realism and the Princeton theology in the face of critical theories, namely that 

both were grounded in a conception of knowledge and truth as being timeless and static, an 

epistemological supposition increasingly made outdated by the changing currents of 

philosophy.
108

  

DAHL 

James Dahl in his dissertation ―Charles Hodge: Defender of Piety: A Study of the 

Relationship of Piety and Theology as Seen through His Various Writings and His Critique of 

                                                           
107

 Stewart, “The Tethered Theology,” 290-291. Such critical theories and their acknowledgment of profound 
diversity provide motivation for many attracted to more postmodern approaches to knowledge and truth, 
post-conservatives included. This accentuates the need to examine the relative merits of Hodge vis-à-vis post-
conservative proposals. 

108
 Stewart, “The Tethered Theology,” 2-3. It should be noted that John Stewart in a later work examines the 

specific contributions of Charles Hodge in relation to science, language, and politics as an exhibition of how 

Scottish Realism as utilized by the Princetonians came to be employed in very specific and tangible ways and 

how they were shaped by the cultural assumptions of Hodge’s day, see Mediating the Center: Charles Hodge 

on American Science, Language, Literature, and Politics (Princeton: Princeton Theological Seminary, 1995). 



40 
 

Schleiermacher‖ seeks to understand Hodge‘s theology in specific reference to the topic of 

piety. Dahl‘s dissertation draws upon Hodge‘s critique of Schleiermacher as a test case for 

observing how Hodge delimits the subjective dimension of piety in relation to the objective 

aspects of faith and religion.
109

  Dahl observes that most critical research on Charles Hodge 

and the Princetonians has focused almost exclusively on the objective dimensions of their 

writings and theology resulting in the criticism that Hodge and the Princeton theology are 

strongly rationalist in orientation with a deep-seated aversion towards the subjective aspects 

of religion and theology. But Dahl seeks to inquire whether such a characterization is fair to 

Hodge‘s conception of the spiritual life.
110

  

 Dahl‘s overview of Hodge‘s theological method and interaction with the various 

criticisms of that methodology are especially germane to our interests, particularly in regard 

to Hodge‘s emphasis on objectivity.
111

  Dahl especially notes James L. McAllister‘s objection 

that faith is to be conceived of in personal terms, since faith is primarily defined as trust and 

trust occurs between persons. Dahl points out that Hodge would grant that the nature of faith 

involves an element of trust since God is a person. But, Dahl argues, Hodge would amend 

such analysis by noting that there is another element to be considered and that is testimony, 

which necessarily introduces an objective dimension to the dynamic nature of faith.
112

  

A second objection  raised by Ralph J. Danhof (and previously noted)  that is 

considered by Dahl involves Hodge‘s comparison between the natural sciences and theology, 

specifically Hodge‘s use of the term ―authenticate‖ in relation to establishing the veracity of 
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theology. Danhof interprets Hodge to be saying that in the act of authentication, the 

theologian presumes the responsibility of judging the Scriptures by some external standard to 

ascertain its validity as ―the word of God,‖ thus undermining the self-authenticating nature of 

Scripture and the relevant role of the Spirit‘s testimony and illumination.
113

 But Dahl 

contends that such an analysis and objection is based on a misunderstanding of Hodge‘s use 

of the term ―authenticate.‖ Hodge‘s understanding and use of ‗authentication‘ is clarified by 

examining Hodge‘s interaction with Horace Bushnell in which Hodge explicitly defines his 

understanding of  ―authentication‖ as specifically referring to whether indeed such ―facts‖ are 

to be found in Scripture. Thus, Dahl concludes, Hodge‘s appeal to ‗authentication‘ with 

respect to biblical affirmations is best understood as one of hermeneutical clarification rather 

than epistemological authorization of Scripture.
114

  

A third common criticism of Hodge directly addressed by Dahl concerns Hodge‘s use 

of the inductive method. Dahl notes the relative merits and problems with Hodge‘s use of 

induction, but then submits that one should not presume that Hodge operated with simplistic 

or naïve inductivism. Dahl proposes that a closer examination of Hodge yields a more 

qualified and nuanced approach that qualifies his inductive collation of facts, especially given 

Hodge‘s desire to stave off subjectivism, particularly in the form advocated by 

Schleiermacher.
115
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One final significant point raised in Dahl‘s discussion of Hodge‘s use of Scottish 

Realism draws attention to D.A. Carson‘s observation that ―Common Sense . . . is perilously 

close to becoming the whipping boy for certain features in the life of American 

Evangelicalism that some church historians do not like.‖
116

 Dahl concurs, noting several 

flaws by some who would specifically attribute the Princetonian view of Scripture and 

theology primarily to the rational influence of Scottish Realism. These points are worth 

repeating given the criticisms noted in our literary review. First, there is the repeated 

conclusion drawn by Princeton‘s critics that whenever an assumption or doctrine bears 

similarity to a claim found in Scottish Realism, then it is to be concluded that such a doctrine 

or assumption is therefore to be attributed in its origin to Scottish Realism. But this seems to 

be a hasty inference. Dahl suggests that just as plausibly, one could explain this correlation as 

being that the Princetonian appropriation of Scottish Realism was motivated by apologetic 

purposes to shore up support for an already held belief or doctrine.
117

 Secondly, when one 

recognizes the widespread use of Scottish Realism by theologians outside of Princeton, the 

attempt to explain Princeton‘s unique theological features by referencing those features to 

Scottish Realism loses much of its cogency.
118

 And finally, the claim that Hodge and the 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
or meaningless; without the exegesis the categories of doctrine would have no content, or rather no support” 
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other Princetonians made unqualified use of Scottish Realism to the point of distorting their 

Reformed tradition seems to be inconsistent with Hodge‘s own statements.
119

  

Dahl summarily describes Hodge‘s method as that of relying on a careful use of 

induction that draws from a number of sources but gives primacy to Scripture.
120

 Contrary to 

some of Hodge‘s critics, Dahl contends that according to Hodge, a theology motivated by 

objective truth goes hand in hand with personal piety, just as an errant theology, in Hodge‘s 

judgment, would lead to a ―distorted piety.‖
121

 Hodge‘s approach to doctrine and life, Dahl 

suggests, was intended to be a direct response to Schleiermacher‘s stress on the subjective 

―feelings‖ and appeal to piety. Had Hodge focused less on Schleiermacher and more on a 

constructive analysis and positive affirmation, then perhaps we would have seen more 

advocation for the subjective side of faith and theology. But Hodge‘s failure to be more 

explicit in his affirmation of the subjective aspects of the Christian life is no justification for 

asserting that Hodge was a diehard rationalist.
122

  

SUMMARY OBSERVATIONS 

This chapter, which has surveyed the current literature analyzing the Scottish Realist 

influence on the Princetonians, yields a number of observations. First, there is significant 

diversity in describing and explaining the specific effects of Scottish Realism on the 

theological method and content of the Princetonians. My analysis suggests that both one‘s 

interpretation and evaluation of Scottish Realism and the Princetonian model as exemplified 
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by Hodge are likely to be informed by one‘s prior conceptions (or assumptions) of the nature 

of revelation and epistemological and theological commitments.
123

 This cautions any 

tendency to engage in simplistic and hasty generalizations of the Princetonians as being 

merely devotees of the Enlightenment who capitulated to the charms of Scottish Realism. 

Many of the critiques that have attempted to reduce the Princetonians and their views of 

theology and Scripture to a tacit form of Enlightenment rationalism have done so on 

historical grounds that invite scrutiny.  Such lines of explanation and argumentation will be 

specifically addressed in more detail in our fifth chapter when we scrutinize ―the rationalist 

objection.‖ 

Second, and related to the previous point, while there is some cause for resisting the 

label of ―rationalists‖ as being appropriately applied to Hodge,  there are several critical 

junctures where Scottish Realism does play a profound role in shaping the Princeton theology 

that elicit our attention: the relation between theological knowledge and knowledge of the 

natural sciences, the Princeton understanding of history and progress vis-à-vis the conception 

of knowledge as being primarily timeless and eternally true propositions, and the 

corresponding assumptions about language and its function in one‘s understanding of how 

Scriptures is to be used in doing theology.
124

 These key points require further careful 
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examination and analysis in addressing the question of intellectual credibility and relevance 

of the Princetonians in our current intellectual milieu.  

Third and related to this last point, given the emergence of postmodern thought, 

which challenges a number of Enlightenment assumptions, including several of these issues 

just mentioned, how should we view the Princetonians and their contribution to theology? 

Should we assign them the status of being historical relics or are they still relevant?  This last 

point becomes even more interesting in light of the recent renewed interest in Scottish 

Common Sense philosopher Thomas Reid and his epistemological project in contemporary 

epistemological circles.
125

  This is a question that will be addressed in our last two chapters. 

But to properly assess Hodge‘s epistemology requires that we first examine Scottish Realism, 

or what I will call ―Reid‘s Realism.‖ 
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justified in terms of his particular arguments for specific doctrines cannot be addressed here, but see a recent 
biography of Hodge where Hodge’s polemical use of history in ecclesial disputes not only highlight Hodge’s 
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CHAPTER TWO:  

REID‟S REALISM  

HODGE, REID, AND THE DECLINE OF AMERICAN EVANGELICALISM 

 George Marsden in a landmark essay, ―The Collapse of American Evangelical 

Academia,‖ examines the factors that led to the precipitous decline of evangelical influence 

on American universities after the Civil War. While noting the complexity of reasons and 

contributing causes for the decline, the one factor that receives most of Marsden‘s attention is 

the decisive change in the intellectual climate of academia that subsequently undermined the 

philosophical and theological assumptions once supportive of the dominant theological 

edifice of American Protestantism.
126

 Prominent in Marsden‘s analysis is Charles Hodge:   

Hodge and his evidentialist counterparts claimed to start with a neutral objective 

 epistemology that could be shared by all persons of common sense. Such a view 

 worked well enough so long as there was a general consensus in the culture on certain 

 metaphysical issues. Through the first half of the nineteenth century substantial 

 elements of metaphysical assumptions of the Christian worldview survived. People 

 generally assumed, for instance, that God, other spiritual beings, and normative moral 

 principles were realities that were the proper objects of human inquiry and 

 knowledge. When this consensus disappeared, the proponents of a neutral and 

 objective epistemology had little grounds for rebuttal.
127

 

Marsden in his later book, The Soul of the American University, further develops this 

diagnosis concerning the loss of ―consensus‖ with a direct focus on the role played by 

theological accommodations to science and philosophy. He concludes that such 

accommodations initially served Protestant theological claims well:  

In the short run, the defense of traditional interpretations of Scripture on the grounds 

 of a science built on universal common sense proved something of a triumph in the 

 intellectual life of Protestant America. Evangelical Protestants had effectively taken 

 over the Jeffersonian claims to scientific authority and had also captured the initiative 
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 in shaping national educational standards. Biblical Protestantism and enlightenment, 

 they boldly affirmed, went hand in hand. 
128

 

 But when science shifted from a static Newtonian conception of nature and reality to one 

characterized by process and change, most distinctly exemplified in Darwin‘s account of 

evolution, this alliance with science left conservative American Protestants disarmed and ill-

equipped to deal with the these profound and portentous intellectual changes: 

In the long run, however, the claims to ground the distinctive aspects of biblicist  

 Christianity on science and a universal commonsense epistemology put traditional 

 Protestantism in a most vulnerable position. While evangelical Christians controlled 

 much of the culture‘s intellectual life, they also confidently proclaimed that they 

 would  follow the scientific consensus wherever it would lead. Yet the Western 

 European intellectual community was fast moving in reaction to the hegemony of 

 Christian establishments. Once natural science took the step of operating without the 

 implicit assumption of a creator, its findings would be as uncongenial to traditional 

 Christianity as were its new premises. The American evangelicals‘ faith in the 

 objectivity of empirical science provided no preparation for such as [sic] shift.
129

 

 The prominence accorded by Marsden to Thomas Reid and his Scottish Realism as 

being a direct and decisive influence on American evangelical theology‘s accommodation 

with ―Baconian science‖ is a widely received historical explanation that is central to many of 

the criticisms levied against Hodge and his particular use of  the epistemology of Scottish 

Realism.
130

  Marsden identifies in his analysis the specific traits of certitude and objectivity 

that he believes engendered an exaggerated confidence in ―Common Sense‖ to support this 

initially compelling synthesis of the natural sciences with the theological convictions of 

American Evangelicalism. Such confidence in one‘s epistemic abilities and the ensuing 

rhetoric that followed was justified by invoking the presumptions of one‘s common sense 

perceptions and beliefs which were considered indubitably trustworthy and reliable. These 
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convictions, in turn, were grounded in the belief that one‘s cognitive abilities and functions 

were the creation of a benevolent Designer, thereby assuring the human knower that they can 

trust their cognitions, and consequently, the knowledge derived from such cognitive activity. 

What had seemed to be an impenetrable bulwark to Hodge and other American evangelical 

proponents turned out to be an intellectual quagmire with the gradual emergence and eventual 

dominance of Darwin and Hegel.
131

 

 THE RELEVANCE OF REID‟S REALISM 

 Marsden‘s historical explanation for the decline of evangelical Protestantism as 

represented by the likes of the Princetonians highlights the need to identify and clarify the 

specific role played by Reid and Scottish Realism on conservative American Protestantism, 

and specific to our interests: Charles Hodge. The purpose of this chapter is to offer a 

thorough exposition of the particular version of realism articulated by Thomas Reid to 

ascertain whether Marsden‘s influential analysis (and others) accurately captures the relevant 

role played by this philosophical influence. We will not presume that an accurate analysis of 

Reid‘s epistemology necessarily explains Hodge‘s appropriation of Scottish Realism; this 

will be addressed in the chapter to follow.  But understanding the precise claims of Reid‘s 

philosophy is not only beneficial to gaining some understanding of the historical and 

intellectual milieu that will aid our interpretation of Hodge and his use of Reid but will 

additionally assist us in addressing a central question and concern posed by post-conservative 

critics of Hodge‘s use of Scottish Realism - the relevance and cogence of Scottish Realism in 

a postmodern context. 

 Our justification for narrowing our focus on one particular individual, Thomas Reid, 

who belonged to what most historians describe as a fairly broad intellectual movement, that is 

                                                           
131

 As we will see in the next chapter, Hegel and Darwin both received significant attention from Hodge. 
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Scottish Realism, is based on several considerations.
132

 First, Reid is most prominently 

referenced by many including Hodge and his contemporaries as representative of Scottish 

Realism.
133

  Second, Reid‘s insights, especially in regard to epistemological issues, are 

directly motivated and guided by an overriding concern for the deleterious effects of Hume‘s 

skepticism, a concern shared by Hodge as we will see. Finally, it is Reid who is explicitly 

cited and referenced by Hodge (though very sparingly - an important detail to be addressed in 

the next chapter). In order to show how Hodge utilized key elements of Reid‘s thoughts and 

arguments in developing an epistemology that shaped the Princetonian view of knowledge in 

general, and knowledge of God in particular, one must first be familiar with Reid‘s 

epistemology, and this requires an adequate description of ―Reid‘s Realism.‖ 

                                                           
132 For a description of the broader intellectual movement known as “Scottish Realism” and its historical 

development during the Scottish Enlightenment, see Alexander Broadie, The Scottish Enlightenment 
(Edinburgh: Birlinn, 2001); idem, The Tradition of Scottish Philosophy (Savage, Maryland: Barnes & Noble 
Books, 1990); and Alexander Broadie, ed., The Cambridge Companion to the Scottish Enlightenment 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003) and also Richard B. Sher, Church and University in the Scottish 
Enlightenment: The Moderate Literati of Edinburgh(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1985). Several works 
that are explicitly critical also deserve notice: Andrew Seth, Scottish Philosophy: A Comparison of the Scottish 
and German Answers to Hume (Edinburgh and London: William Blackwood and Sons, 1885); Torgny T. 
Segerstedt, The Problem of Knowledge in Scottish Philosophy (Lund: C.W.K. Gleerup, 1935); and S.A. Graves, 
Scottish Philosophy of Common Sense (Westport: Greenwood Press, 1973). For  general introductions to 
Thomas Reid, consult: Stephen F. Barker and Tom L. Beauchamp, eds., Thomas Reid: Critical Interpretations 
(Philadelphia: Philosophical Monographs, 1976); Nicholas Wolterstorff, Thomas Reid and the Story of 
Epistemology (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001); Terence Cuneo and Rene Van Woudenberg, 
eds., The Cambridge Companion to Thomas Reid (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004); Joseph 
Houston, ed., Thomas Reid: Context, Influence, Significance (Edinburgh: Dunedin Academic Press, 2004).  
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 James McCosh is of particular interest as he was President of Princeton University during the time of 

Charles Hodge (1868-1888), was noted as a prominent and articulate proponent of Scottish Realism in 
America, and is explicitly referenced by Hodge in his Systematic Theology (see 1:210, 365; 3:55).  In McCosh’s  
The Scottish Philosophy, Biographical, Expository, Critical from Hutcheson to Hamilton (London: Macmillan and 
Co., 1875; electronic version,  URL=http://www.socsi.mcmaster.ca/~econ/3113/mccosh 
/scottishphilosophy.pdf>) he has this to say about Reid and his standing in the development of Scottish 
Common Sense Realism:“If he was not the founder, he is the fit representative of the Scottish philosophy. He is 
in every respect, a Scotchman of the genuine type: shrewd, cautious, outwardly calm, and  yet with a deep 
well of feeling within, and capable of enthusiasm: not witty, but with a quiet vein of humor. And then he has 
the truly philosophic spirit: seeking truth modestly, humbly, diligently; piercing beneath the surface to gaze on 
the true nature of things; and not to be caught by sophistry, or misled by plausible representations. He has not 
the mathematical consecutiveness of Descartes, the speculative genius of Leibnitz, the sagacity of Locke, the 
spirituel [sic] of Berkeley, or the detective skill of Hume; but he has a quality quite as valuable as any of these, 
even in philosophy; he has in perfection that common-sense which he so commends, and this saves him from 
the extreme positions into which these great men have been tempted by the soaring nature of their inexorable 
logic. . . . Reid has continued to exercise a greater influence than any other metaphysician on the thought of 
his country.”  (178-180). 
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 There has been a resurgence of contemporary interest in Thomas Reid for a variety of 

reasons. A number of philosophers and historians have only recently begun to recognize the 

significance of Reid in the history of philosophy, a significance that has been sorely 

neglected and overlooked by many contemporary philosophers and intellectual historians.
134

 

As a consequence of such neglect, there is some diversity of interpretations of Reid. In our 

explication of Reid‘s epistemology, such diverse opinions and interpretations will be noted, 

but the burden of this chapter is not to resolve all such issues of interpretation, criticism, and 

related items of historical interest; rather, our focus will be to gain a sufficient understanding 

of Reid so as to ascertain an accurate interpretation of Hodge‘s use of Reid.  

 THE INFLUENCE OF FRANCIS BACON 

 Scottish Realism in general and Thomas Reid‘s epistemology in particular did not 

emerge in a philosophical vacuum, and therefore, the first step in offering an adequate 

general description of Reid and Scottish Realism is to examine what preceded and 

precipitated the specific epistemology associated with Reid. Francis Bacon is a good starting 

point as he is generally recognized by many intellectual historians as marking a new direction 

in epistemology in general and ―natural philosophy‖ in particular.
135

 It is Bacon‘s advocacy 
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 Philosopher Nicholas Wolterstorff in his recent work on Reid notes in his “Preface” that “Reid has almost 
disappeared from the canon used for teaching modern philosophy in the universities of the West. Yet from the 
last decade or two of the eighteenth century, on through most of the nineteenth, he was probably the most 
popular of all philosophers in Great Britain and North America and enjoyed considerable popularity on the 
continent of Europe as well. I myself judge him to have been one of the two great philosophers of the latter 
part of the eighteenth century, the other being of course Immanuel Kant.”  Wolterstorff suggests there are a 
number of factors for Reid’s disappearance, among these he cites “the reception of Reid’s philosophy both 
trivialized and misunderstood him” particularly in that those adopting “his doctrine of Common Sense . . . 
misunderstood him by failing to see the radicality of his rejection of the prior tradition of modern philosophy 
and treating him as if he justified us in forgetting about Hume and returning to Locke.” (Wolterstorff, Thomas 
Reid and the Story of Epistemology, ix-x.). Philosopher Keith Lehrer, likewise recognizing the neglect of Reid’s 
contribution to epistemology, documents the substantial influence of Reid’s thought and contribution to the 
ongoing debates over realism and knowledge in contemporary analytic philosophy in his essay  “Reid’s 
Influence on Contemporary American and British Philosophy” in Thomas Reid: Critical Interpretations, 1-7. 
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 See W.R. Sorley, A History of British Philosophy to 1900 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1965), 14-

34 and Richard Foster Jones, Ancients and Moderns: A Study of the Rise of the Scientific Movement in  
Seventeenth-Century England (New York: Dover Publications, 1961). Bacon is also of prime interest to our 
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of the experimental inductive method which marked a momentous departure from the 

traditional approach widely used in the universities of Bacon‘s day, an approach that had 

relied heavily on Aristotelian thought and categories. Bacon‘s critique and departure from 

Aristotle‘s deductive method decisively re-oriented the direction of epistemology earning 

Reid‘s endorsement and praise.
136

 

 Bacon‘s contention was that a truly ‗scientific‘ approach will lead us to genuine 

knowledge only when one has identified the necessary and sufficient conditions for a given 

effect. To identify such conditions in turn requires careful empirical study and avoidance of 

irrelevant, namely accidental, correlations between observed instances. From such empirical 

observations of necessary and sufficient conditions, one could then collate such ―particulars‖ 

and from this infer general axioms. Philosopher of science John Losee identifies in Bacon‘s 

systematic approach two key elements that define Bacon‘s influential method: ―gradual, 

progressive inductions‖ and ―a method of exclusion.‖
137

  Bacon‘s approach explicitly rejected 

simple enumerative induction as such a method is vulnerable to accidental correlations; 

instead, Bacon advised that scientists are to seek out relevant ―facts‖ by a process of ―gradual 

inductive ascent, from correlations of a low degree of generality to those which are more 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
analysis given the prominence of ‘Baconian’ inductivism and its application to science in various analyses and 
critiques of Hodge, including the previously mentioned description of Marsden. 
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 Thomas Reid, The Works of Thomas Reid, ed. Sir William Hamilton, vol. 1,  An Inquiry Into the Human Mind 

On the Principles of Common Sense chap. 5, sect. 3, 121.)  

137 John Losee, A Historical Introduction to the Philosophy of Science, 4
th

 ed. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

2001), 58. Our interest in ascertaining a precise account of Bacon’s inductive method will be shown to be 
important as many have criticized Hodge and his use of Baconian inductivism as a means of doing theology on 
the grounds that such an approach to knowledge in general and theology in particular is simply collecting facts 
and thus is insensitive to theology’s uniqueness as a science. I take this is what in fact Hodge meant to avoid 
when he opens his Systematic Theology with a discussion of knowledge in relation to theology as science and 
notes that “…the mere orderly arrangement of facts  *does not+ amount to science.” (1:1). This statement by 
itself is insufficient to establish the nature of inductive analysis conducive to a proper theology (a task that 
Hodge takes up more explicitly in pages 9-16), but this statement by Hodge should caution one from making 
any sort of premature judgments about Baconian inductivism and especially Hodge’s employment of such 
inductive means in his theological method. 
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inclusive‖ – by doing so, one can then find what are the essential correlations as opposed to 

those which are merely accidental.
138

  

It was this departure from the Aristotelian method of analysis and reasoning, to be 

more specific, to seek after material and causal explanations by inductive empirical means 

that defined Bacon‘s approach as a decisive change in how one is to obtain knowledge. 

Whereas Aristotle‘s method relied heavily on deductive syllogisms based on prior rational 

axioms, Bacon‘s method commends direct observation of natural phenomena from which one 

generates essential (as opposed to accidental) correlations upon which one can then develop 

theories.
139

 While it can be noted that Bacon‘s actual contribution to the empirical study of 

nature was fairly modest, his appeal to careful inductive analysis based on empirical 

observations and eliminating accidental correlations had a decisive impact on not only 

―natural philosophy‖ (the early modern term for science), but extended more broadly into the 

emerging debate in epistemology concerning the proper foundations upon which to build 

one‘s epistemology.
140
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 Losee, 58-59. See also Ian Hacking, The Emergence of Probability (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1975), 76. 

139
 See Jones, Ancients and Moderns, 43, 47.  Bacon’s influence and contribution is widely seen as shaping 

many early modern thinkers, including Reid. Reid explicitly credits Bacon as the one who “first delineated the 
strict and severe method of induction; since his time, it has been applied with very happy success in some 
parts of natural philosophy-and hardly in anything else.” (Inquiry Into the Human Mind On the Principles of 
Common Sense, chap. 7, conclusion, 202). Similarly, Hodge shares Bacon’s aversion to those epistemological 
methods that forsake experiential “facts” for a priori “theory” as can be seen in Hodge’s description of “The 
Inductive Method” when he asserts that: “It is the fundamental principle of all sciences, and of theology 
among the rest, that theory is to be determined by facts, and not facts by theory. As natural science was a 
chaos until the principle of induction was admitted and faithfully carried out, so theology is just a jumble of 
human speculations, not worth a straw, when men refuse to apply the same principle to the study of the Word 
of God.” (Hodge, Systematic Theology 1:14-15) 

140
 This also raises a major epistemological issue that arises between modernist and postmodernist 

epistemologies, which is foundationalism. We will address this issue in more detail in the chapters addressing 
the post-conservative critique of foundationalism, particularly as relevant to Hodge. 
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DESCARTES AND “THE DOCTRINE OF IDEAS” 

Rene Descartes‘ deductive rationalism certainly places him on the other side of the 

broad and vigorous epistemological debate over the most reliable means of knowledge from 

Bacon; but like Bacon, Descartes viewed his analysis of knowledge as a departure from the 

standard traditional Aristotelian model of reasoning.
141

 Descartes is also of particular interest 

to our narrative as he is especially indebted to Plato for an important philosophical notion that 

will play a prominent role in Reid‘s epistemology: ideas. While drawn to Plato‘s theory of 

the ―ideas‖, Descartes offered a substantial revision to the platonic notion of ideas, 

particularly in the way that such ideas functioned in his epistemology.
142

 To be specific, 

Descartes sought to ground his epistemology on a foundation of beliefs that he characterized 

as ―clear and distinct ideas.‖
143

 It was these ideas and especially their role in theories of 

perception that was to receive Reid‘s opprobrium as he railed against ―the way of ideas.‖ For 

that reason, Descartes deserves our brief attention.
144

 

                                                           
141

 See Margaret D. Wilson, “Introduction,” in The Essential Descartes, ed. Margaret D. Wilson (New York: 
Meridian Books, 1976), ix-x. 

142
 For a helpful historical description of the various uses of  the philosophical notion of “ideas,” see D. W. 

Hamlyn, Metaphysics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984), 11-33. I will be italicizing “ideas” 
throughout whenever this denotes the specialized use and sense of the term as referencing an ontological 
object that mediates perceptual experiences and interpretation. 

143
 See Descartes “Preface to the Reader” in Meditations on First Philosophy in The Essential Descartes, ed. 

Margaret D. Wilson, 179. Descartes epistemological approach is likewise noteworthy in its explicit assumption 
of foundationalism – a key epistemological issue as mentioned earlier as being prominent in postmodern 
critiques of Descartes and other early modernist thinkers.  
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 Descartes in this “Third Meditation,” further explicates his understanding of ideas in reference to their role 

in sensation and perception – a conception that informs Reid’s critique: “And my principal task in this place is 
to consider, in respect to those ideas which appear to me to proceed from certain objects that are outside me, 
what are the reasons which cause me to think them similar to these objects. It seems indeed in the first place 
that I am taught this lesson by nature; and, secondly, I experience in myself that these ideas do not depend on 
my will nor therefore on myself - for they often present themselves to my mind in spite of my will. Just now, 
for instance, whether I will or whether I do not will, I feel heat and thus I persuade myself that this feeling, or 
at least this idea of heat, is produced in me by something which is different from me, i.e. by the heat of the fire 
near which I sit. And nothing seems to me more obvious than to judge that this object imprints its likeness 
rather than anything else upon me.”(Descartes, “Meditations on First Philosophy,” in The Essential Descartes, 
ed. Margaret D. Wilson,  iii, 182.) 
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 Such dependence on ideas for one‘s epistemology was by no means restricted to the 

rationalists who followed Descartes. The empiricists, likewise, made use of ideas in their 

epistemology, specifically in terms of their theories of perception, where such ideas were 

viewed as mediating a perceiver‘s cognitive access to the external world. Most significant in 

this regard is John Locke, whose prominence in Enlightenment philosophy and its 

epistemological debates is without question.
145

 Reid interprets both Locke and Descartes as 

being advocates of a specific theory of perception where mental ideas mediate one‘s 

perceptual access to the real world, what Reid refers to as ―the doctrine of ideas‖:  

It is, that, by the impressions made on the brain, images are formed of the object 

 perceived; and that the mind, being seated in the brain as its chamber of presence, 

 immediately perceives those images only, and has no perception of the external object 

 but by them. This notion of our perceiving external objects, not immediately, but in 

 certain images or species of them conveyed by the senses, seems to be the most 

 ancient philosophical hypothesis we have on the subject of perception, and to have 

 with small variations retained its authority to this day.
146
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 Note the central role played by ideas in Locke’s  epistemology: “Every man being conscious to himself, that 
he thinks, and that which his mind is applied about, whilst thinking, being the ideas that are there, it is past 
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hardness, sweetness, thinking, motion, man, elephant, army, drunkenness,’ and others. It is in the first place 
then to be inquired, How he comes by them? I know it is a received doctrine that men have native ideas and 
original characters stamped upon their minds in their very first being. . . . Let us then suppose the mind to be, 
as we say, white paper, void of all characters, without any ideas; how comes it to be furnished? . . . Whence 
has it all the materials of reason and knowledge? To this I answer, in one word, From Experience: in that all our 
knowledge is founded from, and from that it ultimately derives itself. Our observation, employed either about 
external sensible objects, or about the internal operations of our minds, perceived and reflected on by 
ourselves, is that which supplies our understandings with all the materials of thinking. These two are the 
fountains of knowledge, from whence all the ideas we have, or can naturally have, do spring.” (John Locke, An 
Essay Concerning Human Understanding (London: George Rutledge and Sons Limited, 1910; reprint, Amherst, 
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specifically his reactions to the perceived epistemological challenges presented by the theoretical notions of 
mediating “ideas,” see especially 213-215, 221. 
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 Reid, Essays on the Intellectual Powers of Man, ed. Hamilton, Essay 2, Chap. 4, 1: 254-255. 
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For Reid this conception and epistemological use of ideas has dire consequences for 

epistemology, namely Berkeley‘s Idealism and Hume‘s skepticism, prompting Reid‘s strong 

criticism. Reid contends that the use of ideas to explain perceptual acquaintance relies on two 

presumptions that are themselves questionable. First, the ―Way of Idea‖ theorists presume an 

account of apprehension in which the immediate object of perception must be contiguous 

with the perceiver in order for the causal chain of events involved in the act of perception to 

be occasioned. This presumption is predicated on the critical premise that there can be no 

immediate apprehension at a distance. Reid states the premise as follows: 

Philosophers, ancient and modern, have maintained that the operations of the mind, 

like the tools of an artificer, can only be employed upon objects that are present in the 

mind, or in the brain, where the mind is supposed to reside. Therefore, objects that are 

distant, in time or place, must have a representative in the mind, or in the brain; some 

image or picture of them, which is the object that the mind contemplates.
147

 

A second questionable presumption was that mental entities were needed for purely mental 

acts involving recollection and abstraction. Thus the thesis of mediating ideas was believed to 

have solved two theoretical problems involving perception and associated mental acts: first, 

perception requires an immediate cause and thus an idea functions as a mediating mental 

entity between the perceiver and the object of perception; and secondly, that such mediating 

mental entities, which are internal to the perceiver, must represent the object of perception to 

the perceiver in such a way as to evoke acquaintance with the external object, especially 

when that object is absent as in the mental acts of recollection and abstraction.  

But if the reason behind using ideas  as mediate mental entities was to offer a causal 

explanation of perceptual acts conjoined with the presupposition that there is ‗no perception 

from a distance,‘ this in Reid‘s judgment,  exacerbates rather than resolves the  two problems. 

First, given the motivation of the ―Way of Ideas‖ theorists to provide a causal explanation of 

our perceptions, Reid contends that their attempted explanation fails to suffice as an 
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 Reid, Essay on Intellectual Powers, Essay 2, chapter 9, cited in Wolterstorff, Thomas Reid and the Story of 
Epistemology, 41. 
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explanation in that such an account does not really explain how those relevant physical and 

physiological events cause a mental act of perception. Everyone would grant that there are 

brain events that play a causal role in the mental act of perception - to affirm this is 

uncontroversial and therefore, trivial. The real need for explanation revolves around the 

question: how? Wolterstorff succinctly articulates Reid‘s objection: 

the point Reid wishes to make against the ―explanation‖ of perception offered by the 

Way of Ideas theorists is not that their explanation leaves certain things unexplained; 

that‘s true of every explanation. His point is rather that the postulated phenomena - 

images in mind or brain - simply do not explain what was to be explained; what is 

offered as an explanation does not satisfy the fundamental conditions for an 

explanation. The phenomenon to be explained was how physical and physiological 

events cause the mental act of perception - in particular, how they cause the mental 

event of apprehension which is ingredient in perception, whatever be the object of that 

apprehension. The Way of Ideas theorist tells us that, contrary to what we may have 

thought, the immediate object of that apprehension is ―ideas,‖ not external objects. 

But that‘s not an explanation of how it is that perception ensues upon physical and 

physiological events. It‘s at best - to say it again - a new analysis of what transpires in 

perception.
148

 

 Reid presses the point further by noting that a sufficient explanation would be 

expected to explain, among other details, how a specific type of physical and physiological 

event would effectuate a specific corresponding type of sensation and/or perception. In other 

words, an adequate explanation would at the very least establish some kind of formal 

correspondence and correlation between physical/physiological causes and their 

corresponding mental effects. But what we discover in the actual explanations proffered by 

―Way of Ideas‖ theorists is nothing of the sort. As Reid observes: 

If ideas be not mere fiction, they must be, of all objects of human knowledge, the 

things we have best access to know, and to be acquainted with; yet there is nothing 

about which men differ so much. . . . We are at a loss to know how we perceive 

distant objects; how we remember things past; how we imagine things that have no 

existence. Ideas in the mind seem to account for all these operations: they are all by 

the means of ideas reduced to one operation - to a kind of feeling, or immediate 

perception of things present and in contact with the percipient; and feeling is an 
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operation so familiar that we think it needs no explication, but may serve to explain 

other operations. . . . But this feeling, or immediate perception, is as difficult to be 

comprehended as the things which we pretend to explain by it. Two things may be in 

contact without any feeling or perception; there must therefore be in the percipient a 

power to feel or to perceive. How this power is produced, and how it operates, is quite 

beyond the reach of our knowledge.
149

 

  This then brings up the second problem corresponding to the second supposition: the 

inadequacy of the proposed explanation that ideas are adequate representations of the objects 

of our perceptions. This seems particularly problematic given the explanatory function of 

ideas is to elucidate the precise nature of said resemblance between external object and 

corresponding idea in order to produce veridical perceptual experiences; this seems especially 

problematic for accounting for perceptual instances such as touch.
150

 Central to Reid‘s 

critique of the second presumption is the nature of this supposed resemblance between the 

external object of perception and the idea to which the object corresponds.
151

 Idea theorists 
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the relation of ideas. At the same time, a careful examination of the writings of Locke, Descartes and his 
followers, and of many others in eighteenth-century Britain down to Reid, reveals other aspects of ideas and of 
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commonly used instances of visual perception and thus relied on mental images to be not 

only representative of the object of perception, but in relevant ways resembling that object. 

But as Reid notes, such an explanation, even if plausible for visual perception, is problematic 

for other modes of perception such as our tactile perceptions, where such imagistic 

resemblances seem inappropriate. Wolterstorff offers this summation of Reid‘s argument: 

Reid asks us now to attend carefully to the tactile sensation we have when perceiving 

something‘s hardness. And then to consider this question: Does this tactile sensation, 

or anything therein, resemble the hardness of the object? The tactile sensation is to be 

analyzed ontologically-so says the Way of Ideas theorist-into sense datum and the act 

of acquaintance that has the sense datum as its object. . . . Is that sense datum hard? Is 

hardness one of its phenomenal qualities? Is there such a quality as the sense datum‘s 

hardness? If there is, then of course that quality will resemble, with more or less 

closeness, that quality that is the object‘s hardness. But is there any such quality as the 

sense datum‘s hardness? Is there anything at all in sensory experience that is hard? 

Reid answers with a resounding No: ―Let a man attend distinctly to [his tactile 

sensation and to the hardness of the object], and he will perceive them to be as unlike 

as any two things in nature. The one is a sensation of the mind, which can have no 

existence but in a sentient being; nor can it exist one moment longer than it is felt; the 

other is in the table, and we conclude without any difficulty, that it was in the table 

before it was felt, and continues after the feeling is over. The one implies no kind of 

extension, nor parts, nor cohesion; the other implies all these. . . . In short, the 

hardness ―of a body, is no more like that sensation by which I perceive it to be hard, 

than the vibration of a sonorous body is like the sound I hear‖
152

 

Thus Reid concludes that ―the way of ideas‖ theorists efforts to account for our 

perceptions of the external physical world fail in their explanatory use of ideas as theoretical 

mental entities that mediate our cognitive access by way of sensory perceptions. Not only do 

these supposed mental entities fail in terms of providing an explanatory bridge between the 

physical and the mental, but also given the lack of resemblance between our sensations and 

the corresponding physical objects to which they refer, there is insufficient explanation to 

warrant confidence that our sense perceptions are trustworthy in providing veridical 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
the analyses of perceptual acquaintance that suggest an alternative interpretation of those texts. We shall find 
reasons to cast considerable doubt on Reid’s historical accuracy. Whether Reid is responsible for the 
subsequent stereotype of the ‘representative theory of perception and knowledge’ and of its skepticism, his 
interpretation has survived. Reid should not, however, take all the blame for what I think are misreadings of 
these writers; for Locke, Berkeley, and Hume were generally characterized by their contemporaries in the way 
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perceptual experiences. If such ideas lack explanatory power, and are themselves problematic 

in terms of justifying their existence, then why adopt such theoretical entities, especially 

given the possible implications of idealism and skepticism.  

 For Reid, it is the implications of adopting mediating ideas more than the explanatory 

inadequacies that he finds troubling. Reid points out that the implications of ideas mediating 

our perceptions with the external world have lead to two conclusions, neither of which is 

compelling or philosophically attractive: Berkeley‘s Idealism and Hume‘s skepticism.
153

 

While Hume received most of Reid‘s attention, Berkeley‘s importance should not be 

overlooked.  Berkeley‘s conclusion that the objects of our perceptions cannot be 

demonstrated to be material on the grounds that our sensory perceptions themselves are not 

physical, but mental, in Reid‘s estimation, cannot be easily dismissed.
154

 Reid finds 

Berkeley‘s (and Hume‘s) contention that sensations, qua mental acts, cannot provide us with 

genuine knowledge of physical bodies and their associated physical qualities as being cogent: 

                                                           
153 Reid notes explicitly and specifically Berkeley and Hume’s contribution and dependence on ideas: “The 

present age, I apprehend, has not produced two more acute or more practised in this part of philosophy, than 
the Bishop of Cloyne [Berkeley], and the author of the ‘Treatise of Human Nature’ *Hume+. The first was no 
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may be impressed.” (Reid, An Inquiry Into the Human Mind on the Principles of Common Sense chap. 1, sect. 5, 
in The Works of Thomas Reid, ed. William Hamilton, 1:101.) 
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―we cannot, by reasoning from our sensations, collect the existence of bodies at all, far less 

any of their qualities. This hath been proved by unanswerable arguments by the Bishop of 

Cloyne [Berkeley], and by the author of the ―Treatise of Human Nature [Hume].‖
155

 

But for Reid this is all the more reason to question the prominent and reductionary 

role played by ideas in Berkeley‘s analysis, especially given such conclusions. If Berkeley‘s 

conclusion is intellectually incompatible with our convictions that there exists and continues 

to exist a mind-independent material world, a belief which many idea theorists would  affirm,  

then the problem lies with his (and their) premise of mediating ideas. For Reid, who initially 

embraced Berkeley‘s idealism, the most troubling implication was not Idealism‘s denial of an 

external material mind-independent world as he admits: ―I once believed this doctrine of 

ideas so firmly as to embrace the whole of Berkeley‘s system in consequence of it; till, 

finding other consequences to follow from it, which gave me more uneasiness than the want 

of a material world.‖
156

 Rather, as the quote indicates, it is the skeptical implications of 

Berkeley‘s Idealism that concern Reid: a skepticism best exemplified by David Hume. Reid 

explains by noting the ineluctable implication of mediating ideas is that 

The ideas in my mind cannot be the same with the ideas of any other mind; therefore, 

if the objects I perceive be only ideas, it is impossible that the objects I perceive can 
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 Reid, Inquiry Into the Human Mind On the Principles of Common Sense, chap. 5 sect. 3, in The Works of 
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156 Reid, Essay on Intellectual Powers, essay 2, chap. 10, in The Works of Thomas Reid, ed. William Hamilton, 
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distinction which Berkeley makes between ideas of imagination and notions, which, he says, are not ideas. 

They seem to me perfectly to coincide. . . .’They *ideas of imagination+ are,’ says he, ‘less regular, vivid, and 
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system; but it cannot be reconciled to common sense, to which Bishop Berkeley professes a great regard.” 

(Reid, Essay on Intellectual Powers, essay 2, chap. 11, in The Works of Thomas Reid, ed. William Hamilton, 

1:291.) 
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exist anywhere, when I do not perceive them; and it is impossible that two or more 

minds can perceive the same object.
157

 

 If these ideas, given their subjective nature, are confined to each individual 

thinker/perceiver, a belief consistent with Berkeley‘s idealism, (and it seems difficult to see 

how others could have any access to one‘s immaterial thoughts and perceptions), then in what 

sense could there be any public or shared knowledge?  (A point not embraced by Berkeley, 

but partially affirmed by Hume)  This commitment to ideas would then seem to entail a 

profoundly problematic epistemological conclusion: that all ―knowledge‖ is relative to the 

individual and lacks the requisite philosophical grounds to be communicated and shared 

between thinkers. Specifically applying this supposition to instances of perceptual 

experiences would entail that no two individuals could actually acquire the same perceptual 

knowledge since each of their perceptual experiences, based on Berkeley-Hume‘s analysis of 

perception, would be uniquely distinct and subjective to each perceiver.  This problem of 

perceptual relativity provided David Hume compelling grounds for skepticism.  

 This commitment to the ―doctrine of ideas‖ by David Hume is explicitly affirmed and 

articulated in the beginning of David Hume‘s revolutionary work A Treatise of Human 

Nature:  

All the perceptions of the human mind resolve themselves into two distinct kinds, 

which I shall call IMPRESSIONS and IDEAS. The difference betwixt these consists 

in the degrees of force and liveliness with which they strike upon the mind, and make 

their way into our thought or consciousness.
158

 

Citing Hume‘s assertion that all perceptions are to be reduced to ―impressions‖ and ―ideas,‖ 

Reid identifies skepticism as the inevitable consequence of affirming the existence of ideas, 

confirming his conviction that such a supposition is epistemologically problematic and in 
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need of excising. Reid‘s cynical disapproval of Hume‘s skepticism is vividly expressed in his 

first published work An Inquiry Into the Human Mind on the Principles of Common Sense: 

It seems to be a peculiar strain of humour in this author [Hume], to set out in his 

introduction by promising, with a grave face, no less than a complete system of the 

sciences, upon a foundation entirely new - to wit, that of human nature - when the 

intention of the whole work is to shew, that there is neither human nature nor science 

in the world. It may perhaps be unreasonable to complain of this conduct in an author 

who neither believes his own existence nor that of his reader; and therefore could not 

mean to disappoint him, or to laugh at his credulity. Yet I cannot imagine that the 

author of the ―Treatise of Human Nature‖ is so skeptical as to plead this apology. He 

believed, against his principles, that he should be read, and that he should retain his 

personal identity, till he reaped the honour and reputation justly due to this 

metaphysical acumen. Indeed, he ingeniously acknowledges, that it was only in 

solitude and retirement that he could yield any assent to his own philosophy; society, 

like day-light, dispelled the darkness and fog of skepticism, and made him yield to the 

dominion of common sense. Nor did I ever hear him charged with doing anything, 

even in solitude, that argued such a degree of skepticism as his principles maintain. 

Surely if his friends apprehended this, they would have the charity never to leave him 

alone.
159

 

Such concern on Reid‘s part seems justified in light of Hume‘s own argument based on the 

premise of ―the way of ideas‖: 

But this universal and primary opinion of all men is soon destroyed by the slightest 

philosophy, which teaches us, that nothing can ever be present to the mind but an 

image or perception, and that the senses are only the inlets, through which these 

images are conveyed, without being able to produce any immediate intercourse 

between the mind and the object. The table, which we see, seems to diminish, as we 

remove farther from it; but the real table, which exists independent of us, suffers no 

alteration: it was, therefore, nothing but its image, which was present to the mind. 

These are the obvious dictates of reason; and no man, who reflects, ever doubted, that 
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 Reid,An Inquiry into the Human Mind on the Principles of Common Sense, chap. 1 sect. 5, in Inquiry and 
Essays, Ronald E. Beanblossom &  Keith Lehrer, eds.,  (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company, 1983), 8-9. 
Beanblossom notes in the introduction (p. xi) that Reid states in the dedication of An Inquiry that it was 
Hume’s publication of the Treatise on Human Nature in 1739 that prompted Reid to re-think his views on the 
theory of ideas and led him to reject such a “doctrine” and reject his previous commitment to Bishop 
Berkeley’s idealism: “I acknowledge, my Lord, that I never thought of calling in question the principles 
commonly received with regard to the human understanding, until the ‘Treatise of Human Nature’ was 
published in the year 1739. The ingenious author of that treatise upon the principles of Locke - who was no 
sceptic - hath built a system of scepticism, which leaves no ground to believe any one thing rather than its 
contrary. His reasoning appeared to me to be just; there was, therefore, a necessity to call in question the 
principles upon which it was founded, or to admit the conclusion. (“Dedication to the Right Honourable James, 
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the existences, which we consider, when we say, this house and that tree, are nothing 

but perceptions in the mind, and fleeting copies or representations of other existences, 

which remain uniform and independent.
160

 

Reid‘s response to Hume‘s example of the  ‗diminishing table‘ was to challenge  

Hume‘s explication of ―ideas‖ and ―impressions‖ by arguing that there is a forced and 

arbitrary distinction between acts of sensations and acts of reflections as supposed in Hume‘s 

account of perception: 

The division of our notions into ideas of sensation, and ideas of reflection, is contrary 

to all rules of logic; because the second member of the division includes the first. For, 

can we form clear and just notions of our sensations any other way than by reflection? 

Surely we cannot. Sensation is an operation of the mind of which we are conscious; 

and we get the notion of sensation by reflecting upon that which we are conscious of. 

In like manner, doubting and believing are operations of the mind whereof we are 

conscious; and we get the notion of them by reflecting upon what we are conscious of. 

The ideas of sensation, therefore, are ideas of reflection, as much as the ideas of 

doubting, or believing, or any other ideas whatsoever.
161

 

Reid points out that a consequence of allowing Hume‘s distinction between sensations and 

reflections as intrinsic to acts of perception is to set up an ensuing dilemma posed by Hume 

(as described by Reid): 

There is no doctrine in the new system which more directly leads to skepticism than 

this. And the author of the ―Treatise of Human Nature‖ knew very well how to use it 

for that purpose; for, if you maintain that there is any such existence as body or spirit, 

time or place, cause or effect, he immediately catches you between the horns of this 

dilemma; your notions of these existences are either ideas of sensations, or ideas of 

reflection: if of sensation, from what sensation are they copied? If of reflection, from 

what operation of the mind are they copied?
162
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Reid rejects Hume‘s dilemma because he rejects the critical supposition that all ideational 

reflections originate in sensations. Central to his rejection of Hume‘s  reductionistic two-fold 

categories of ―ideas‖ and ―impressions‖ is his critique of Hume‘s distinction  between 

immediate sensations (what Hume refers to as ―impressions‖) and reflections (what Hume 

has called ―ideas‖) based on the distinguishing feature of ―vivacity.‖ Reid criticizes Hume‘s 

appeals to ―vivacity‖ as lacking explanatory power and coherence when subjected to rational 

scrutiny: 

The belief which we have in perception, is a belief of the present existence of the 

object; that which we have in memory, is a belief of its past existence; the belief of 

which we are now speaking is a belief of its future existence; and in imagination there 

is no belief at all. Now, I would gladly know of this author [Hume], how one degree 

of vivacity fixes the existence of the object to the present moment; another carries it 

back to time past; a third, taking a contrary direction, carries it into futurity; and a 

fourth carries it out of existence altogether. Suppose, for instance, that I see the sun 

rising out of the sea: I remember to have seen him rise yesterday; I believe he will rise 

to-morrow near the same place; I can likewise imagine him rising in that place, 

without any belief at all. Now, according to this sceptical hypothesis, this perception, 

this memory, this foreknowledge, and this imagination, are all the same idea, 

diversified only by different degrees of vivacity.
163

 

Reid agrees with Hume (and Berkeley from whom the argument originated) on the point that 

from sensations alone, we cannot infer the external existence of physical objects or their 

qualities: 

I take it for granted, that the notion of hardness, and the belief of it, is first got by 

means of that particular sensation which, as far back as we can remember, does 

invariably suggest it; and that, if we had never had such a feeling, we should never 

had have had any notion of hardness. I think it is evident, that we cannot, by 

reasoning from our sensations, collect the existence of bodies at all, far less any of 

their qualities. . . . At the same time, it is a fact that such sensations are invariably 

connected with the conception and belief of external existences. Hence, by all rules of 

just reasoning, we must conclude, that this connection is the effect of our constitution, 
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and ought to be considered as an original principle of human nature, till we find some 

more general principle into which it may be resolved.
164

 

But as the above cited quote denotes, Reid avers that granting that sensations themselves do 

not acquaint us with the physical qualities of perceived objects is not sufficient grounds for 

warranting Hume‘s skeptical conclusion. For such an argument itself presumes that the act of 

perception can be reduced to the perceiver‘s subjective impressions including the 

corresponding ideas that are derived from such impressions, but that is the very point which 

Reid wants to contest. In order for Hume‘s reductionistic conclusions to be justified, Reid 

argues, Hume must first show that there can be no genuine distinction between subject and 

object and the corresponding operations of the mind that allows for distinguishing between 

the two: 

It would have been unnecessary to explain so obvious a distinction, if some systems 

of philosophy had not confounded it. Mr Hume‘s system, in particular, confounds all 

distinction between the operations of the mind and their objects. When he speaks of 

the ideas of memory, the ideas of imagination, and the ideas of sense, it is often 

impossible, from the tenor of his discourse, to know whether, by those ideas, he 

means the operation of the mind, or the objects about which they are employed. And, 

indeed, according to his system, there is no distinction between one and the other.
165

 

In Reid‘s estimation, in order for Hume‘s argument to be successful and his conclusion with 

its skeptical implications to be justified, he has to excise any direct reference to objective 

entities and objects in his account of perception. Re-stating the point: can Hume offer an 

account of perception that successfully reduces objects of perception into subjective sensory 

impressions without remainder?  In An Essay on the Intellectual Powers, Reid seizes upon 

Hume‘s example of the ―diminishing table‖ as an opportunity to rebut Hume‘s reductionistic 

strategy by noting a distinction between ―real‖ and ―apparent magnitude‖: 
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To judge of the strength of this argument, it is necessary to attend to a distinction 

which is familiar to those who are conversant in the mathematical sciences - I mean 

the distinction between real and apparent magnitude. The real magnitude of a line is 

measured by some known measure of length - as inches, feet, or miles: the real 

magnitude of a surface or solid, by known measures of surface or of capacity. This 

magnitude is an object of touch only, and not of sight; nor could we even had had any 

conception of it, without the sense of touch; and Bishop Berkeley, on that account, 

calls it tangible magnitude. 

Based on this distinction, Reid argues that Hume‘s ‗diminishing table‘ argument fails: 

If these things be considered, it will appear that Mr Hume‘s argument hath no force to 

support his conclusion - nay, that it leads to a contrary conclusion. The argument is 

this: the table we see seems to diminish as we remove farther from it; that is, its 

apparent magnitude is diminished; but the real table suffers no alteration-to wit, in its 

real magnitude; therefore, it is not the real table we see. I admit both the premises in 

this syllogism, but I deny the conclusion. The syllogism has what the logicians call 

two middle terms: apparent magnitude is the middle term in the first premise; real 

magnitude in the second. Therefore, according to the rules of logic, the conclusion is 

not justly drawn from the premises. 

Thus Reid concludes,  

I observed that Mr Hume‘s argument not only has no strength to support his 

conclusion, but that it leads to the contrary conclusion - to wit, that it is the real table 

we see; for this plain reason, that the table we see has precisely that apparent 

magnitude which it is demonstrable the real table must have when placed at that 

distance.
166

 

Reid believes that the errors of both Berkeley and Hume are directly the consequence of 

adopting ideas in our accounts of perception – an account that is seriously flawed. But Reid 

recognized that merely pointing out the inadequacies in the explanatory power of ideas and 

refuting the errors in Hume‘s (and Berkeley‘s) arguments were insufficient for overturning 

the supposition of ideas and overcoming Hume‘s skeptical claims; there is the further need to 

offer an alternative account of perceptual knowledge.  
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REID‟S PROPOSED ALTERNATIVE THEORY OF PERCEPTION 

 The simplicity of Reid‘s proposed alternative theory of perception can be misleading. 

On the one hand, Reid offers on several occasions in his works a fairly straightforward 

delineation of his theory of perception.
167

 But on the other hand, as will be demonstrated, it is 

in the details of Reid‘s analysis, especially one‘s interpretation of the details, which can be 

quite challenging. Fortunately for the purposes of this dissertation, such interpretive issues 

over the details need not be resolved, but will receive brief attention as pertinent to our 

purposes.  

 Reid‘s description of what occurs in the act of perception has been ably summarized 

by Reidian scholar Rebecca Copenhaver: ―we just happen to be so constituted so that material 

objects ‗occasion‘ mental acts of sensation, which then ‗suggest‘ conceptions of and beliefs 

about material objects.‖
168

 This brief summary description of Reid‘s theory of perception 

requires further explication, especially in light of some of the issues generated in our detailed 

analysis of Reid‘s critique of ―the doctrine of ideas.‖ We will for purposes of clarity and 
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brevity focus in on three key concepts that constitute the main elements of Reid‘s theory of 

perception: sensations, perception, and concepts.
169

  

 Reid‘s understanding of sensations requires some careful attention. One critical 

distinction that Reid makes is between sensations and perceptions: 

Almost all our perceptions have corresponding sensations which constantly 

accompany them, and, on that account, are very apt to be confounded with them. 

Neither ought we to expect that the sensation, and its corresponding perception, 

should be distinguished in common language, because the purposes of common life 

do not require it. . . . Hence it happens, that a quality perceived, and the sensation 

corresponding to that perception, often go under the same name.
170

 

Reid uses the example of smelling a rose to illustrate his analysis and corresponding 

distinction: 

When I smell a rose, there is in this operation both sensation and perception. The 

agreeable odour I feel, considered by itself, without relation to any external object, is 

merely a sensation. It affects the mind in a certain way; and this affection of the mind 

may be conceived, without a thought of the rose, or any other object. This sensation 

can be nothing else than it is felt to be. Its very essence consists in being felt; and, 

when it is not felt, it is not. There is no difference between the sensation and the 

feeling of it - they are one and the same thing. It is for this reason that we before 

observed that, in sensation, there is no object distinct from the act of the mind by 

which it is felt - and this holds true with regard to all sensations.
171

 

It is critical in Reid‘s judgment and analysis that one maintains a clear distinction between 

sensations and the objects ―felt‖ in that sensory experience; failure to do so, in Reid‘s 

judgment, leads to the epistemological error common to most, if not all, his philosophical 

predecessors: 
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All the systems of philosophers about our senses and their objects have split upon this 

rock, of not distinguishing properly sensations which can have no existence but when 

they are felt, from the things suggested by them. Aristotle . . .  conceived our 

sensations to be impressions upon the mind, which bear the image, likeness, or form 

of the external thing perceived, without the matter of it. . . . It is evident from this, that 

Aristotle made no distinction between primary and secondary qualities of bodies, 

although that distinction was made by Democritus, Epicurus, and others of the 

ancients.
172

 

 While Reid wants to maintain a strong and clear distinction between sensations and 

the external objects that evoke such sensations, he is still left with the same problem that 

confronted the other theories of perception that he rejected: what is the precise nature of our 

acquaintances with the external object? Thus the burden for Reid in articulating a theory of 

perception is to offer a descriptive explanation of sensations that avoids any requirement for 

mediating mental entities, that is to say ideas:  

let us now attend carefully to what the mind is conscious of when we smell a rose or a 

lily. . . . Suppose a person who never had this sense before . . . to smell a rose - can he 

perceive any similitude or agreement between the smell and the rose? Or indeed 

between it and any other object whatsoever? Certainly he cannot. He finds himself 

affected in a new way, he knows not why or from what cause. . . .  he is conscious that 

he is not the cause of it himself; but cannot from the nature of the thing, determine 

whether it is caused by a body or spirit, by something near, or by something at a 

distance. It has no similitude to anything else, so as to admit of a comparison; and, 
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trigger our sensory experiences cannot be identical, but rejects Berkeley’s conclusions that therefore physical 
objects do not exist. This distinction between perceptual qualities of matter and those associated with mental 
sensations figure large in Reid’s explication of distinguishing between primary and secondary qualities as will 
be described below. 
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therefore, he can conclude nothing from it, unless, perhaps, that there must be some 

unknown cause of it.
173

 

Thus on Reid‘s phenomenological analysis of sensation (i.e. the ‗felt‘ experience occasioned 

by the rose) there is nothing in the felt experience in terms of its associated qualities that 

would require any sort of sense datum to mediate between the felt object and the feeling 

sensation itself. A second critical task of Reid‘s analysis is to offer a clear definition of 

perception and to identify specifically what the object of perception exactly is given this 

definition while avoiding the common conflation of sensation with perception:  

Perception has always an external object; and the object of my perception, in this case 

[the act of smelling a rose], is that quality in the rose which I discern by the sense of 

smell. Observing that the agreeable sensation is raised when the rose is near, and 

ceases when it is removed, I am led, by my nature, to conclude some quality to be in 

the rose, which is the cause of this sensation. This quality in the rose is the object 

perceived; and that act of my mind by which I have the conviction and belief of this 

quality, is what in this case I call perception.
174

 

To restate Reid‘s claim: while the object, in this case the rose, occasions the experience of 

one‘s sensation, perception concerns itself not with the sensation as instigated by the 

presence of the rose per se, but with the belief and qualities of the rose that attend with the 

sensory awareness of the rose‘s existence.  

 This then introduces the third important element in Reid‘s analysis of perception: 

conception.  Reid elucidates the role of conceptions in relation to his previous descriptions 

and distinction between sensations and perceptions: 

The external senses have a double province; to make us feel, and to make us perceive. 

They furnish us with a variety of sensations, some pleasant, others painful, and others 

indifferent; at the same time they give us a conception, and an invincible belief of the 

existence of external objects. This conception of external objects is the work of 
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 Reid, Inquiry Into the Human Mind On the Principles of Common Sense, Chap.2, Sect. 2, in The Works of 
Thomas Reid, ed. William Hamilton, 105. 
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 Reid, Essay on Intellectual Powers, Essay 2, chap. 16, in The Works of Thomas Reid, ed. William Hamilton, 

310. Following this definition of perception, Reid acknowledges once again that the felt sensation and 
perceived quality that is occasioned by the sensation  are commonly given “the same name” which explains 
the general confusion exhibited both by the common man (i.e. “the vulgar”) and philosophers. 
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nature. The belief of their existence, which our senses give, is [also] the work of 

nature; so likewise is the sensation that accompanies it. This conception and belief 

which nature produces by means of the sense, we call perception. The feeling which 

goes along with the perception, we call sensation. The perception and its 

corresponding sensation are produced at the same time. In our experience we never 

find them disjoined.
175

 

Thus on Reid‘s account, conceptions are an intrinsic component of perception. Since Reid 

seeks to distinguish acts of sensation from the immediately conjoined act of perception; then 

one should, on Reid‘s account, never locate conceptions in the sensory events themselves but 

only with the concurrent perceptual experience; otherwise, assimilating conceptions with 

sensations leads to the fatal epistemological error that Reid attributes to idea theorists that 

consequently leads to skepticism.
176

  

  Reid‘s analysis of perception in general and the relevant distinctions drawn between 

sensation, perception, and conception occur in the midst of prolific and widespread 

philosophical discussions concerning this distinction between primary and secondary 

qualities.
177

 It has been the burden of any theory of perception to explain the phenomenon of 

variegated sensory experiences involving the same perceived object but under different 
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 Reid, Essay on Intellectual Powers, Essay 2, chapter 17, cited in Wolterstorff, 99. (Italics Original) 

176 One helpful qualification of Reid’s use of conceptions should be noted here; Wolterstorff observes that 

Reid’s construal of conception and the relevant role played in the act of perception is not be confused with our 
more general notions of conception: “when Reid speaks, say of having a conception of a cat, he never means 
what we mean when we say that we have a concept of a cat. He almost always means what he himself says he 
will mean, namely an apprehension of some particular cat. The exceptions are those cases in which he means, 
instead, some belief about some particular cat.” Wolterstorff, Thomas Reid and the Story of Epistemology,97; 
(italics original). Wolterstorff references Reid’s on Intellectual Powers, Essay 1, chapter 1; and Essay 4, chapter 
1 to support this observation. 

177
 For historical background, consult R. J. Hirst,“Primary and Secondary Qualities” in The Encyclopedia of 

Philosophy,  ed. Paul Edwards (New York and London: Macmillan Publishing Co., 1967), 6:455-457. In a more 
recent treatment of this topic, Barry Stroud offers this description and distinction between “primary qualities” 
and “secondary qualities” in his article “Primary and Secondary Qualities” in A Companion to Epistemology, 
eds. Jonathan Dancy and Ernest Sosa (Oxford and Cambridge, Ma: Basil Blackwell, 1992), 362: “A metaphysical 
distinction was drawn in antiquity between qualities which really belong to objects in the world and qualities 
which only appear to belong to them, or which human beings only believe to belong to them, because of the 
effects those objects produce in human beings, typically through sense organs.” As implied by the tone of the 
article, many contemporary philosophers, especially those confident of physicalist explanations of perception, 
tend to seek reductionistic strategies and explanations strictly in terms of “primary qualities” that can be 
sufficiently described in terms of physical laws and material qualities, and thus forego any notion of subjective 
“secondary qualities.” 
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circumstances producing different sensory phenomena, (e.g. drinking orange juice after 

brushing one‘s teeth, or looking at a white table cloth under different lighting conditions). 

Reid‘s commitment to and explanation of the distinction between primary and secondary 

qualities offers significant insight into his analysis of perception: 

The quality in the rose is something which occasions the sensation in me; but what 

that something is, I know not. My senses give me no information upon this point. The 

only notion, therefore, my senses give is this - that smell in the rose is an unknown 

quality or modification, which is the cause or occasion of a sensation which I know 

well. . . .Thus, I think it appears that there is a real foundation for the distinction of 

primary from secondary qualities; and that they are distinguished by this - that of the 

primary we have by our senses a direct and distinct notion; but of the secondary only 

a relative notion, which must, because it is only relative, be obscured . . . The primary 

qualities are neither sensations, nor are they resemblances of sensations. This appears 

to me self-evident. I have a clear and distinct notion of sensation.  . . . Sensation is the 

act or the feeling . . . of a sentient being. Figure, divisibility, solidity, are neither acts 

nor feelings. . . .We have no reason to think that any of the secondary qualities 

resemble any sensation.
178

 

 Explicit in Reid‘s description of perception is his analysis of the distinction to be 

drawn between primary and secondary qualities. This distinction is founded on his 

commitment to distinguish between sensations and the qualities of the perceived objects. 

Reid explains that the relevant distinction between primary and secondary qualities is 

grounded in whether our perception of the qualities evoked by the sensory event is direct (as 

in primary qualities) or indirect, and therefore relative to the perceiver (and thus secondary 

qualities).
179

 What is emphatic in Reid‘s elucidation is that the sensations themselves (i.e. the 

                                                           
178

 Reid, Essay on Intellectual Powers, Essay 2, chapter 17, in The Works of Thomas Reid, ed. William Hamilton, 
314. I am indebted to Wolterstorff, Thomas Reid and the Story of Epistemology, 110-114 for the reference and 
for his analysis. 
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 Reid notes that a distinctive feature of secondary qualities is that we lack understanding of what those 

qualities are by way of sensation. Reid offers the following analysis (Reid, Essay on Intellectual Powers, Essay 2, 
chapter 17, in The Works of Thomas Reid, ed. William Hamilton, 313- 314) :“there appears to me to be a real 
foundation for the distinction; and it is this-that our senses give us a direct and a distinct notion of the primary 
qualities, and inform us what they are in themselves. But of the secondary qualities, our senses give us only a 
relative and obscure notion. They inform us only, that they are qualities that affect us in a certain manner-that 
is, produce in us a certain sensation; but as to what they are in themselves, our senses leave us in the dark.” 
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physical experience of feeling) do not ―resemble‖ the qualities of the perceived object, be 

they primary or secondary. 

Copenhaver summarizes Reid‘s description of our acquaintance with external objects 

and the external world, noting that such perceptual interaction is a direct and a contingent 

feature of the constitutional makeup of our bodies: 

two contingent features of our constitution are that sensations are occasioned by 

material objects and qualities and that the sensations thus occasioned have the 

phenomenal character that they do have. . . . because our constitution is such that 

particular perceptions constantly arise in conjunction with particular sensations, i.e. 

because sensations suggest conceptions of and beliefs about material objects and 

qualities, sensations acquire a signifying role in the total perceptual experience. 

Sensations are signs because God provides for the lawlike regularity of nature and for 

our minds as natural objects subject to such laws.
180

 

Critical to Reid‘s understanding as described by Copenhaver is the signatory function of 

sensations. Reid explains: 

And, because the mind passes immediately from the sensation to that conception and 

belief of the object which we have in perception, in the same manner as it passes from 

signs to the things signified by them, we have, therefore, called our sensations signs of 

external objects; finding no word more proper to express the function which Nature 

hath assigned them in perception, and the relation which they bear to their 

corresponding objects.‖  [Italics Original]  

Reid further notes that the sign generated by the sensation lacks ―resemblance‖ to the 

perceived external object that is being signified; this is significant given Reid‘s critique of the 

idea theorists: 

There is no necessity of a resemblance between the sign and the thing signified; and 

indeed no sensation can resemble any external object. But there are two things 

necessary to our knowing things by means of signs. First, that a real connection 

between the sign and thing signified be established, either by the course of nature, or 

by the will and appointment of men. When they are connected by the course of nature, 

it is a natural sign. Thus, smoke is a natural sign of fire; certain features are natural 
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 Copenhaver, “A Realism for Reid: Mediated but Direct,” British Journal for the History of Philosophy 12 no.1 
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signs of anger: but our words, whether expressed by articulate sounds or by writing, 

are artificial signs of our thoughts and purposes.
181

 

For Reid, viewing our sensations as ―natural signs‖ and recognizing their signatory function 

requires distinguishing such sensations from one‘s perceptions - which consists of our 

concepts about the sensed object and belief that such an object does in fact exist. This 

description of sensations permits direct sensory access to the external material world while 

avoiding mediating ideas and the skeptical consequences from adopting such a ―doctrine.‖
182

 

 This description of Reid‘s theory of perception may leave some unsatisfied. But as 

Wolterstorff points out   

 [Reid is] offering us a schematic analysis of perception. He‘s not offering us an 

explanation. Nor is he merely giving us a description. And he is certainly not giving 

us a compilation of ―common sense‖ thoughts about perception. Though ultimately 

grounded in Common Sense, philosophy is not merely the summation of Common 

Sense. The ―vulgar‖ do not distinguish-not much, anyway- between the qualities of 

objects and the sensory experiences they have when perceiving those qualities; 

seldom is there anything in one‘s experience that invites one to make the 

distinction.
183
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 Inquiry of the Human Mind Chap. 6, sect. 21, in The Works of Thomas Reid, ed. William Hamilton, 188. 
[Italics Original] One complicating factor in Reid’s account of perception revolves around his complex and 
somewhat ambiguous notion that sensations function as signatory events by their ‘suggestion’ of a 
corresponding and immediate conception and belief of and about that perceived external object. This 
particular detail in Reid’s theory of perception has sparked a debate among interpreters of Reid over whether 
he can be accurately construed as a direct realist. To address such an issue is unnecessary for our specific 
purposes and would take us beyond the parameters of our focus, but see Ryan Nichols, Thomas Reid’s Theory 
of Perception (Oxford, Clarendon Press, 2007). 

182
Wolterstorff provides an interesting contrast by way of describing  Kant’s characterization of perception: “A 

sensory intuition of a certain sort can be conceptualized either as one’s pressure sensation or as the 
presentation of an object’s hardness. The objectivated character of perception, which makes it essentially 
different from sensation, is the consequence of applying to one’s sensory intuitions the conceptual scheme of 
objectivity, with the result, in this case, that one apprehends one’s intuition under the concept of a hardness.” 
Wolterstorff further notes that Reid would have likely found such an account “perplexing if not preposterous” 
on the grounds that one’s sensory intuitions would lack the requisite quality of hardness to allow acquaintance 
with the concept of hardness, though as Wolterstorff additionally notes, this is entirely conjectural given that 
Reid had not read Kant. (Wolterstorff, Thomas Reid and the Story of Epistemology, 103). I raise this comparison 
and observation in anticipation of our explication of Hodge’s concern over Kant’s epistemology and its effects 
on theological knowledge in chapter four. 

183
 Wolterstorff, Thomas Reid and the Story of Epistemology, 107.  Wolterstorff’s analysis reinforces my earlier 

contention that the frequent criticism of Scottish Realism in general and of Reid in particular that appeals to 
“common sense” were tantamount to appeals to popular uncritical intuitions about how things are is a 
misreading of the term of “common sense.”  As can be seen by our description of Reid’s “analysis” of 
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 Some may object on the grounds that lacking an explanation, how can Reid‘s theory 

overcome skepticism, especially since Reid‘s analysis was written with Hume in mind. Reid 

scholar Gideon Yaffe explains: 

Reid is not concerned to answer certain questions of justification that can seem 

enormously pressing to us in certain philosophical moods. He is not, for instance, 

interested in providing a justification for our belief in the external world by appeal to 

first principles of some sort. For instance, Reid feels he can refute skeptical 

hypotheses - such as Descartes‘s [sic] hypothesis of an evil demon . . . simply by 

showing that such a hypothesis is no more likely to be true than the common-sensical 

belief that the world is much the way we perceive it to be. Since the belief in the 

external world is a dictate of common sense, it is, Reid thinks, as justified as it needs 

to be when it is shown to be on the same footing as any alternative. Justification, 

therefore, does not necessarily require providing positive reasons in favor of common-

sensical beliefs; common sense beliefs can be adequately justified simply by 

undermining the force of the reasons in favor of alternatives to common sense. 

Common sense, as found in the structure of ordinary language, then, constrains, rather 

than dictates, acceptable philosophical positions.
184

 

 

 PERCEPTION AND THE INTELLECTUAL POWERS 

 This point invites the broader epistemic question of Reid‘s use of ―first principles‖ in 

his overall approach to knowledge. If this description of Reid‘s theory of perception and 

corresponding conception of knowledge  is accurate, then it becomes quite clear that Reid 

locates much of his confidence in one‘s epistemic powers, including one‘s perceptual abilities 

and access to the external world, on a foundation of first principles, often referenced as 

―common sense,‖ that are themselves not subject to scrutiny: 

The intention of nature in the powers which we call the external senses, is evident. 

They are intended to give us that information of external objects which the Supreme 

Being saw to be proper for us in our present state; and they give to all mankind the 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
perception, such criticism is wide of the mark given that Reid’s analysis involved broad and profound 
engagement with philosophical deliberations current in his day. 
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 Yaffe, Gideon, “Thomas Reid,” Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Winter 2006), Edward N. Zalta, ed., 
URL=http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2006/entries/reid/.  
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information necessary for life, without reasoning, without any art or investigation on 

our part.
185

 

Reid continues by noting that the specific act of perception, which consists of belief and 

conception, is ―unaccountable.‖ He declares: 

That we can assign no adequate cause of our first conceptions of things, I think, is 

now acknowledged by the most enlightened philosophers. We know that such is our 

constitution, that in certain circumstances we have certain conceptions; but how they 

are produced we know no more than how we ourselves were produced.
186

 

According to Reid, we ought not to be surprised that we find ourselves ignorant of some of 

the more profound and primitive aspects of our intellectual powers. We have seen this in 

regard to the finer details involved in theories of perception (and not just with Reid‘s theory). 

Moreover, all attempts to offer detailed analysis of the most basic elements of these 

perceptual experiences have resulted in an intellectual quagmire that eventually breeds 

skepticism of the Humean sort. So for Reid, recognizing one‘s ignorance is not a weakness in 

one‘s epistemic powers, but a virtue, namely epistemic humility: 

To a philosopher, who has been accustomed to think that the treasure of his knowing 

is the acquisition of that reasoning power of which he boasts, it is no doubt 

humiliating to find that his reason can lay no claim to the greater part of it. By his 

reason, he can discover certain abstract and necessary relations of things; but his 

knowledge of what really exists, or did exist, comes by another channel, which is 

open to those who cannot reason. He is led to it in the dark, and knows not how he 

came by it. It is no wonder that the pride of philosophy should lead some to invent 

vain theories in order to account for this knowledge; and others, who see this to be 

impracticable, to spurn at a knowledge they cannot account of, and vainly attempt to 

throw it off as a reproach to their understanding. But the wise and the humble will 

receive it as the gift of Heaven, and endeavour to make the best use of it.
187
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 Reid, Essay on the Intellectual Powers, Essay 21, chap. 20, in The Works of Thomas Reid, ed. William 
Hamilton, 326. 
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 Reid, Essay on the Intellectual Powers, Essay 2 , chap.20, in The Works of Thomas Reid, ed. William 

Hamilton, 326. 
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 Reid, Essay on the Intellectual Powers, Essay 2, chap. 20, 330. Such a description and endorsement of 

epistemic humility seems to run counter to some of the characterizations of Reid’s use of “common sense” as 
being intellectually arrogant, over-confident in regards to man’s epistemic condition, and anthropocentric 
(sometimes pejoratively labeled as “rationalistic”). As seen by the numerous quotations, Reid’s approach to 
epistemology is fairly modest and clearly grounded in natural capacities that are explicitly described as given 



77 
 

 In Reid‘s view, the focus of one‘s epistemic ―endeavors‖ and concerns is to properly 

employ reason by understanding and utilizing those foundational common sense beliefs. This 

of course highlights the need to identify precisely what these ―common sense‖ beliefs are. 

Reid offers this description of ―common sense‖ in his Inquiry of the Human Mind: 

If there are certain principles, as I think there are, which the constitution of our nature 

leads us to believe, and which we are under a necessity to take for granted in the 

common concerns of life, without being able to give a reason for them-these are what 

we call the principles of common sense; and what is manifestly contrary to them, is 

what we call absurd.
188

 

Reid juxtaposes such logically necessary and inexplicable beliefs with the speculative 

inferences of the ―philosophers.‖ For example, Reid notes those who have attempted to 

reason to our beliefs about the external world and offers this philosophical analysis: 

Upon the whole, it appears that our philosophers have imposed upon themselves and 

upon us, in pretending to deduce from sensation the first origin of our notions of 

external existences, of space, motion, and extension, and all the primary qualities of 

body - that is, the qualities whereof we have the most clear and distinct conception.
189

 

 Reid contends that such perceived primary qualities cannot be deduced from 

sensations (as we have noted previously in some detail), so the wiser course of action is to 

just acknowledge that we lack the epistemic ability to know how it is that we gain such 

perceptual knowledge about the external world: 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
by God. It is difficult to see how this can be accurately characterized as “rationalistic” without significant 
qualification. For further reflection on Reid’s epistemic humility, see Wolterstorff, “God and Darkness in Reid” 
in Thomas Reid: Context, Influence, and Significance, 77-101. 
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 Reid, An Inquiry into the Mind, Chap. 2 sect. 6., Beanblossom & Lehrer, 20. Beanblossom observes in his 
introduction that  Reid in his An Inquiry seems to equivocate in his use of the term “common sense”; 
sometimes the term is used to denote the power of the mind to “judge what beliefs are self-evidently true,” 
other times to refer to those beliefs commonly accepted, and a third use to refer to “the principle of self-
evidence that underlies these commonly held beliefs.” (xxvi-xxvii). Likewise, Wolterstorff devotes a chapter in 
his book trying to unravel the complexities of Reid’s use of “common sense” as a term, and more importantly 
to parse Reid’s conceptualization of what “common sense” exactly refers to in the context of one’s epistemic 
functions. Wolterstorff settles on this provisional interpretation: “Principles of Common Sense are to be found 
among those beliefs not held on the basis of inference for which the person has evidence-evidence which 
justifies him in holding the belief.” (222) Wolterstorff’s definition sounds similar to what is known as 
‘foundationalism,’ an issue that will receive much attention in later chapters. 
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 Reid, An Inquiry into the Mind, Chap. 5 sect. 6, in The Works of Thomas Reid, ed. William Hamilton, 126. 
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It is beyond our power to say when, or in what order, we came by our notions of these 

qualities. When we trace the operations of our minds as far back as memory and 

reflection can carry us, we find them already in possession of our imagination and 

belief, and quite familiar to the mind: but how they came first into its acquaintance, or 

what has given them so strong a hold of our belief, and what regard they deserve, are, 

no doubt, very important questions in the philosophy of human nature. 

Reid concludes: 

Common sense and Reason have both one author; that Almighty Author in all whose 

other works we observe a consistency, uniformity, and beauty which charm and 

delight the understanding: there must, therefore, be some order and consistency in the 

human faculties, as well as in other parts of his workmanship.  

To what purpose is it for philosophy to decide against common sense in this or any 

other matter? The belief of a material world is older, and of more authority, than any 

principles of philosophy. It declines the tribunal of reason, and laughs at all the 

artillery of the logician. It retains its sovereign authority in spite of all the edicts of 

philosophy, and reason itself must stoop to its orders.
190

  

Reid later in this same section reveals why ―reason‖ must subordinate itself to such ―common 

sense‖ principles: 

 All reasoning must be from first principles; and for first principles no other reason can 

be given but this, that, by the constitution of our nature, we are under a necessity of 

assenting to them. Such principles are parts of our constitution, no less than the power 

of thinking: reason can neither make nor destroy them; nor can it do anything without 

them: it is like a telescope, which may help a man to see farther, who hath eyes; but, 

without eyes, a telescope shews nothing at all. 

 

 REID‟S  RESPONSE TO  SKEPTICISM 

 Reid acknowledges that such ―first principles‖ lacking explanation will not satisfy the 

skeptic: 

 How or when I got such first principles, upon which I build all my reasoning, I know 

not; for I had them before I can remember: but I am sure they are parts of my 

constitution, and that I cannot throw them off. That our thoughts and sensations must 

have a subject, which we call ourself, is not therefore an opinion got by reasoning, but 
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 Reid, Inquiry Into the Human Mind On the Principles of Common Sense, Chap. 5 sect. 7, in The Works of 
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a natural principle. . . . If we are deceived in it, we are deceived by Him that made us, 

and there is no remedy.
191

 

But Reid feels that unless the skeptic can provide compelling reasons to reject such ‗common 

sense‘ beliefs about the world, one stands prima facie justified in holding such beliefs; that is 

to say, that the burden of justification rests on the skeptic. Moreover, Reid offers this as a 

rebuttal to the skeptic‘s use of reason: 

The sceptic asks me, Why do you believe the existence of the external object which 

you perceive? This belief, sir, is none of my manufacture; it came from the mint of 

Nature; it bears her image and superscription; and if it is not right, the fault is not 

mine: I even took it upon trust, and without suspicion. Reason, says the sceptic, is the 

only judge of truth, and you ought to throw off every opinion and every belief that is 

not grounded in reason. Why, sir, should I believe the faculty of reason more than that 

of perception? - they came both out of the same shop, and were made by the same 

artist; and if he puts one piece of false ware into my hands, what should hinder him 

from putting another?
192

 

Such a rebuttal seems consistent with Reid‘s overall epistemology, particularly the 

prominence given to these foundational first principles and the grounding of such principles 

in one‘s human nature. Paul Vernier in his analysis of Reid‘s response to skepticism 

effectively summarizes Reid‘s overall epistemological strategy:  

Knowledge, as the total body of justified belief, must have a foundation in the form of 

non-inferential propositions which serve as its first principles. The propositions which 

constitute this foundation belong to the class of common-sense beliefs which we are 

compelled by our nature and by the demands of prudence to accept with extrinsic 

evidence. They are self-evident in that they are believed upon being understood, and 

no further evidence is needed. They are, however, contingent or depend upon 

contingent propositions for which no proof can be provided. Thus, we cannot claim 

that we are sure of their truth, beyond all conceivable doubt. Against the skeptic, we 

justify them by arguing that they are beyond reasonable doubt, and that philosophical 

arguments designed to throw them into such doubt fail to accomplish their purpose.
193
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In conclusion, we have seen that Reid‘s appeal to ―common sense‖ is founded on this 

analysis that perceptual knowledge, like all our knowledge, is a function of one‘s natural 

constitution, or to use a contemporary classification: a naturalized epistemology. If this is the 

case, then one would expect that the proper functioning and associated powers of inference 

would not be restricted to an elite class of philosophers, but is instead a set of powers 

available to all human beings in virtue of having a shared and common human nature, or as 

the older writers refer to it: ―one‘s constitution.‖ In Reid‘s judgment,  skeptical arguments 

that bring into question the reliability of our perceptual powers, as exemplified by David 

Hume, can be resisted by appeals to  commonly presumed veridical perceptual experiences in 

the absence of epistemic  and empirical defeators. Thus, on Reid‘s account of perception, the 

burden of proof is shifted away from those who take their perceptual experiences to be 

trustworthy (but cannot offer further intellectual justification to support such claims) to the 

skeptic who makes the claim that perceptual claims require further epistemic justification in 

order to be trusted and counted as genuine knowledge. Moreover on Reid‘s account, the 

inability of the ―vulgar,‖ or even philosophers for that matter, to provide a detailed and 

comprehensive account of how we know that we know that such perceptions are indeed 

consistent with the way the world really is, is not indicative of epistemic weakness and thus 

grist for the skeptic‘s mill, but rather supportive of the fact that such powers are beyond the 

scope of philosophical inquiry. 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
and recent models of foundationalism. This observation is confirmed by Lehrer’s essay in the same book in 
which Lehrer cites a number of relatively contemporary epistemologists influenced by Reid, including Roderick 
Chisholm , see Lehrer, “Reid’s Influence on Contemporary American and British Philosophy,” 3-4. I would 
include Nicholas Wolterstorff and Alvin Plantinga as being on this list of epistemologists who have been 
significantly influenced by Reid (though in different ways), see for example Plantinga’s Warranted Christian 
Belief  (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000). I will address the contemporary relevance of Reid’s 
epistemology in chapter eight and will develop further the insights of these contemporary epistemologists, but 
one should be careful in reading Reid through the lens of those who are claiming to have appropriated Reidian 
insights into contemporary epistemological theories. Most notable in this regard is Plantinga and 
Wolterstorff’s “Reformed Epistemology,” see for a critical analysis: Paul Helm, “Reid and ‘Reformed 
Epistemology’” in Thomas Reid: Context, Influence, and Significance, 103-122. 
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CHAPTER THREE: 

CHARLES HODGE AND SCOTTISH REALISM 

 EXAMINING  HODGE‟S WRITINGS 

 Having examined the Scottish Realism of Thomas Reid, we are now in a position to 

address what is a, if not the, pivotal question of this dissertation: to what extent and in what 

precise sense was Charles Hodge influenced by Scottish Realism in general and ‗Reid‘s 

Realism‘ in particular? In order to address this crucial question, we will survey Hodge‘s 

various literary works that reference his epistemology. Once again, we have not presumed 

that our exposition of Thomas Reid sufficiently explains Hodge‘s implementation of Scottish 

Realism; in fact, one prominent tendency evinced in some of the criticisms of Hodge and his 

use of Scottish Realism as noted in our literary survey was the facile evaluation of Hodge‘s 

epistemology based on assumed correlations and overly-simplistic analyses of ―common 

sense‖ philosophy.  Our strategy for elucidating the influence of Scottish Realism on Charles 

Hodge will be to rely primarily on Hodge‘s specific comments and explanations to 

reconstruct his epistemology and to discern the level of influence played by Scottish Realism.   

 One of the challenges in accomplishing this task concerns Hodge‘s significant 

involvement in the Princeton Review in which he served as the initial editor and sometimes 

author. Given the lack of explicit attribution of many of the articles in this periodical which 

Hodge founded and edited for nearly thirty years, we will focus primarily on his known 

contributions in this periodical as well as other literature produced by Hodge.
194
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 PRINCETON REVIEW: NORTON [1840] 

 In an 1840 essay in the Princeton Review, Charles Hodge reviewed noted Unitarian 

and Harvard professor Andrews Norton‘s book A Discourse on the Latest Form of 

Infidelity.
195

 While Hodge offers little in terms of explicating his own philosophical biases 

and theological method, we do get a glimpse of Hodge‘s concern over the use of theological 

language and its association with the emergence of Transcendentalism inspired by German 

philosophical influences: ―While the infidels of Germany, and the Unitarians of this country, 

are employing Christian language, to convey anti-christian doctrines, professing Christians 

are using the language of an infidel philosophy in treating the mysteries of God.‖
196

  These 

two issues, the nature of biblical/theological language and the corresponding influence of 

German Idealism, were not only consistent themes in the Princeton Review but as we will 

see, prominent foci of Hodge‘s polemical writings. Hodge biographer Paul Gutjahr succinctly 

states that ―Hodge bent his energies to showing how closely American Transcendentalism 

resembled German Hegelianism, while also offering his own definition of true 

Christianity.‖
197

  

 In response to these perceived theological threats, Hodge appeals to ―the God of the 

Bible‖: 
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 There is still another circumstance which must be taken into consideration in 

 accounting for the rapid progress of this new philosophy, and in speculating on its 

 prospects. It has, in some of its principles, a certain resemblance to the truth. The God 

 of the Bible is not the God of the deist, of the rationalist, or of the worldling, a God 

 far off, who has no oversight or direction of his creatures. The world is not a machine 

 wound up and left to  itself. . . . The God of the Bible is an every where [sic] present, 

 and ever active God, in whom we live and move and have our being . . . All the 

 changes in nature are produced by his power, so that everything we see, is in truth a 

 manifestation of God. But then the  Bible does not merge God in the world or the 

 world in God. Though every where [sic] present in the world, God is not the world; 

 but a Being of infinite intelligence, power, excellence and blessedness, guiding and 

 controlling his creatures, whose acts and consciousness are their own and not his. The 

 chasm which divides the pantheistic from the scriptural view of God, is bottomless 

 and the difference in the effects of the two views is infinite; it is all the difference 

 between infinite good and infinite evil. If there is any thing [sic] impressed clearly on 

 the Bible, it is the personality of God; it is the ease and confidence with which his 

 people can say Thou, in calling on his name; it is that he ever says I of himself, and 

 you, when addressing his creatures.
198

 

 

In Hodge‘s judgment, the Bible is to be the ultimate authority in defining who God is. 

Consequently, any deviation from the literal affirmations of God found in Scripture, 

including and especially by the theology emerging out of Germany was to be strongly 

resisted and refuted.   

 THE WAY OF LIFE [1841] 

 In 1841, Hodge‘s The Way of Life: A Guide to Christian Belief and Experience was 

published. Intended for popular consumption and a broad audience, the book offered an 

introductory delineation of what Hodge took to be the most basic of Christian convictions 

with a strong apologetic overtone.
199

 First and foremost in Hodge‘s delineation was the 

affirmation that the Scriptures themselves are the very word of God – a clear indication of the 

centrality of Scriptures in Hodge‘s theology. Hodge begins this initial chapter on Scripture by 
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introducing the point that: ―The most important of all the evidences of Christianity can never 

be properly appreciated, unless the heart be right in the sight of God.‖
200

 He further 

elaborates by describing those who exhibit doubt and unbelief as ―their want of faith is to be 

attributed to their own moral state, and not to any deficiency in the evidence of the truth.‖
201

 

This suggests two important details of Hodge‘s conception of faith in relation to reason and 

Scripture: first, the primacy and centrality of Scripture as that which informs faith; and 

second, that one‘s epistemic attitude towards Scripture and faith is essentially decided by 

moral rather than intellectual considerations. Much of Hodge‘s subsequent attention in The 

Way of Life is directed towards elucidating the relationship of human responsiveness to 

Scripture as either being of sin or of faith. 

 Based on the primacy of one‘s moral disposition in regard to the plausibility of 

Scripture and its affirmations, Hodge contends that the primary grounds for such confidence 

in Scripture are based on ―internal evidence.‖ Hodge explains: 

 The idea that such a book is a lie and a forgery, involves a contradiction. The human 

 mind is so constituted that it cannot refuse its assent to evidence, when clearly 

 perceived. We cannot withhold our confidence from a man whose moral excellence is 

 plainly, variously, and constantly manifested. We cannot see and feel his goodness, 

 and yet believe him to be an imposter or deceiver. In like manner, we cannot see the 

 excellence of the Scriptures, and yet believe them to be one enormous falsehood. The 

 Bible claims to be the word of God; it speaks in his name, it assumes his authority. 

 How can these claims be false and yet the Bible be so holy? How can falsehood be an 

 element of perfect excellence?
202

 

So for Hodge the ability to perceive ―the excellence‖ of Scripture is decidedly a function of 

one‘s moral and spiritual predispositions; consequently, Hodge asserts ―[t]hat no amount of 

mere external evidence can produce genuine faith.‖  He further explains:  
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 No truth can be properly apprehended unless there is a harmony between it and the 

 mind to which it is presented. Even abstract or speculative truths are not seen to be 

 true, unless the understanding be duly cultivated to apprehend them. . . . in regard to `

 moral and religious truth, there must be a state of mind suited to their apprehension. If 

 our moral sense were entirely destroyed by sin, we could have no perception of moral 

 distinctions; if it is vitiated, what is true in itself and true in the view of the pure of 

 heart, will not be true to us. A man who has no adequate sense of the evil of sin, 

 cannot believe in the justice of God. If you awaken his conscience, he is convinced 

 at once without the intervention of any process of proof.
203

 

 So Hodge concludes that our response to Scripture and its claims about God and the Gospel 

is primarily a function of one‘s conscience, and only secondarily an issue of reason.  

 Nevertheless, Hodge does perceive the value and cogency of ―external evidence,‖ 

most notably the testimony of the church and the argument from prophecy.
204

  In his 

judgment, such evidence corroborates the conviction that already resides in the believer. This 

is not to affirm that such rational evidence is subjective and relative; Hodge contends that 

such evidence would be compelling even to the unbeliever if his/her moral and religious 

dispositions would allow.
205

   

 According to Hodge, all evidence or ―testimony,‖ both internal and external, is a 

function of ―the laws of our being‖ - ―laws of belief‖ based on our own consciousness by 

divine intent and common to all humanity: 

 We are imperatively required to confide in the well-ascertained testimony of our 

 senses; to rely upon the veracity of our own consciousness; to receive the 

 unimpeachable testimony of our fellow man, and to abide by those truths which are 

 matters of intuitive perception, or the necessary conclusions of reason. These are laws 

 of belief impressed upon our constitution by our Creator, and are therefore the 

 authoritative expressions of his will. To refuse obedience to these laws is, then, not 

 only unreasonable, it is rebellion against God.
206
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Hodge believes that such intellectual capacities and powers are a direct consequence and 

function of God‘s creative intention; a supposition unmistakably similar to the language 

employed by Reid as described in the previous chapter. This supposition likewise extends to 

Hodge‘s characterization of our moral capacities and responsibilities:  

 The proposition that men are responsible for their moral character, taken by itself, is 

 so capable of demonstration, that all men do in fact believe it. Every man feels it to be 

 true with regard to himself, and knows it to be true with regard to others. . . . All our 

 judgments regarding moral conduct of others are founded on the same assumption. It 

 is, therefore, one of those truths which is included in the universal consciousness of 

 men, and has in all ages and nations been assumed as certain.
207

 

This analysis of universal natural capacities for intellectual and moral activity 

profoundly informs Hodge‘s understanding of both sin and faith revealing an intrinsic tension 

in his thought. On the one hand, Hodge describes humanity‘s desire for knowledge as 

conducive to faith:  

 This is a most benevolent arrangement of Providence. It at once stimulates the desire 

 for  knowledge, and imposes on us the constant exercise of faith. . . . The desire of 

 knowing, not merely facts, but their relations and harmony, leads to the constant effort 

 to increase the number of known truths, and to obtain an insight into their nature; and 

 the necessity we are under of believing what we cannot understand, or cannot 

 reconcile, cultivates the habit of faith – of faith in evidence, faith in the laws of 

 nature, faith in God. It is thus our heavenly Father leads us along the paths of 

 knowledge; and he who refuses to be thus led, must remain in ignorance. God deals 

 with us as children; though as rational children. He  does not require us to believe 

 without evidence; but he does require us to believe what we cannot understand, and 

 what we cannot reconcile with other parts of knowledge.
208

 

This kind of statement may encourage the charge that Hodge advocated an ―intellectualist‖ 

conception of faith, a prominent criticism of Hodge as we have noted. But such a judgment 

would be premature and incomplete; for on the other hand, Hodge likewise explicitly 

endorses the traditional Calvinist commitment to ‗total depravity‘: ―The proof that man is a 
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depraved being is as strong as he is a rational, social, or a moral being.‖
209

 Hodge further 

explains: 

 In like manner, the apostle reasons from the fact that all men perform moral acts, and 

 experience the approbation or disapprobation of conscience, that they have, by nature, 

 and not from example, instruction, or any other external influence, but in virtue of 

 their original moral constitution, a law written on their hearts, a sense of right and 

 wrong. But if the uniform occurrence of any moral acts is a proof of a moral nature, 

 the uniform occurrence of wrong moral acts is a proof of a corrupt moral nature. If the 

 universal manifestation of reason and of the social affections proves man to be by 

 nature a rational and social being, the universal manifestation of sinful affections 

 proves him to be by nature a sinful being.
210

 

This tension between intellectual desire for knowledge and moral depravity provides the 

context for a third component critical to understanding Hodge‘s epistemology: his conception 

of faith.  Hodge‘s lengthy explication of faith in The Way of Life defies simplistic description. 

While Hodge does describe faith ―in its widest sense‖ as ―an assent to truth upon the 

exhibition of evidence,‖ he then interjects an important qualification:  

 Assent to a speculative or abstract truth is a speculative act; assent to a moral truth, is 

 a moral act; assent to a promise made to ourselves, is an act of trust. . . . In the 

 language of the Bible, faith in the promises of God is a believing reliance, and no 

 blessing is connected with mere assent as distinguished and separated from 

 reliance.
211

 

Hodge then elucidates the distinguishing epistemic qualities that uniquely characterize 

religious faith: 

 There is a faith different from any of those forms of belief which have yet been 

 mentioned. It is a faith which rests upon the manifestation of the Holy Spirit of the 

 excellence, beauty, and suitableness of the truth. . . . It arises from a spiritual 

 apprehension of truth, or from the testimony of the Spirit with and by the truth in our 

 hearts.
212
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Thus for Hodge, faith in Christ, while having a robust intellectual component grounded in 

universal capacities, is ultimately not founded upon reason, but in the direct and decisive 

effectuation of the ―testimony of the Spirit.‖ In Paul Gutjahr‘s judgment, this reveals in 

Hodge‘s epistemology,   

 the inherent tensions between Scottish Common Sense Realism‘s notion of a moral 

 sense and Calvinism‘s doctrine of the Holy Spirit that Hodge was carefully trying to 

 navigate . . .  Scottish Realism put a tremendous emphasis on humanity‘s moral 

 intuition and its ability to detect and be moved by truth. Calvinism, with its doctrine 

 of total depravity, held a much lower view of human moral ability. . . . Hodge 

 vacillated between these two  positions depending on the setting and the purpose of 

 his work.
213

 

Whether Hodge can successfully maintain this tension in a consistent and coherent fashion is 

a point of much interpretive and theological disagreement, especially in light of ―the 

rationalist objection,‖ which will be addressed in chapter five.  

 PRINCETON  REVIEW: FINNEY [1847] 

 In 1847, Hodge reviewed well-known revivalist Charles Finney‘s Lectures on 

Systematic Theology. In this particular review, Hodge‘s Calvinist convictions play a central 

role in Hodge‘s analysis and critique of Finney, especially Finney‘s conception of sin and 

depravity.
214

 Hodge describes Finney‘s work as ―eminently logical‖ but also ―rationalistic‖ 

and ―reckless‖ noting  Finney‘s deviation  from traditional notions of original sin and 

depravity; a departure that Hodge attributes to untoward philosophical influences: 

 It really seems strange when the first sentence of his preface informs the reader that 

 ―the truths of the blessed gospel have been hidden under a false philosophy,‖ that the 

 author, instead of presenting those truths free from the false ingredient, should write a 

 book which hardly pretends to be any thing else than philosophy. The attempt to cure 
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 philosophy by philosophy is a homeopathic mode of treatment in which we have very 

 little confidence. The gospel was intended for plain people. Its doctrines admit of 

 being plainly stated. They imply indeed a certain psychology, and a certain moral 

 system. The true and Christian method is to begin with the doctrines, and let them 

 determine our  philosophy, and not to begin with philosophy and allow it to give law 

 to the doctrines.
215

 

This rebuke of Finney‘s reliance on philosophy rather than doctrine occasions Hodge the 

opportunity to explicate his own understanding of the relation between theology and 

philosophy: 

 There are two courses which a theologian may adopt. He may either turn to the 

 scriptures and ascertain whether those doctrines are really taught therein. If satisfied 

 on that point,  and especially if he experience through the teaching of the Holy Spirit 

 their power on his own heart, if they become to him matters not merely of speculative 

 belief but of experimental knowledge, he will be constrained to make his philosophy 

 agree with his  theology. He cannot consciously hold contradictory propositions, and 

 must therefore make his conviction harmonize as far as he can; and those founded on 

 the testimony of the Spirit, will modify and control the conclusions to which his own 

 understanding  would lead him. 

Or the alternative as described by Hodge: 

 Or, he may begin with his philosophy and determine what is true with regard to the 

 nature of man and his responsibilities, and then turn to the scriptures and force them 

 into agreement with foregone conclusions. Every one, in the slightest degree, 

 acquainted with  the history of theology, knows that this latter course has been 

 adopted by errorists from the earliest ages to the present day.
216

 

It is clear that Hodge believes that he affirms the former (and views Finney as being guilty of 

the latter) by upholding the primacy of Scripture as decisive in the formation of doctrinal 

convictions.
217

 But he does not reject philosophy as both a means and a source; for Hodge, 

the key is methodology: 
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 As all truth is consistent; as some moral and religious truths are self-evident; and as 

 all correct deductions from correct premises, must themselves be correct, it is of 

 course  conceivable that an a priori system of morals and religion might be 

 constructed, which, as far as it went, would agree exactly with the infallible teachings 

 of the Bible. But apart from the almost insurmountable difficulties in the way of the 

 successful execution of such a task, and the comparatively slight authority that could 

 be claimed for any such production, every thing depends upon the manner in 

 which the plan is executed.
218

 

Such statements reveal important and defining features of Hodge‘s approach to methodology 

and the underlying philosophical predispositions that inform and incline his theological and 

ideological biases. For Hodge, primacy must be accorded to theology derived from Scripture 

and confirmed by experience. While philosophy is necessary, even unavoidable, in such 

intellectual endeavors, it must be constrained and consistent within biblical parameters. As 

this quote discloses, a priori reasoning, while conceptually plausible, runs the risk of 

subordinating Scripture to philosophical principles.
219

 This delineation of epistemological 

priorities is not only important in relation to assessing Finney‘s theology, but, in Hodge‘s 

judgment, becomes even more salient in addressing the growing influence of German 

Idealism. 
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 PRINCETON REVIEW: BUSHNELL [1849] 

 In an 1849 review of Horace Bushnell‘s published discourses, Hodge‘s focus and 

concern is primarily directed to the issue of language, specifically Horace Bushnell‘s analysis 

of language: 

 Dr. Bushnell is extravagant even to paradox. This disposition is specially manifested 

 in the preliminary dissertation on language, and in the discourse on dogma. There is 

 nothing either new or objectionable, in his general theory of language. The whole 

 absurdity and evil lie in the extravagant length to which he carries his principles. It is 

 true, for example, that there are two great departments of language, the physical and 

 intellectual, or proper and figurative, the language of sensation and thought. It is also 

 true that the latter is to a great extent borrowed from the former. It is true, moreover, 

 that the language of thought is in a measure symbolical and suggestive, and therefore 

 of necessity more or less inadequate. No words can possibly answer accurately to the 

 multiplied, diversified and variously implicated states of mind to which they are 

 applied. In all cases it is only  approximation. Something is always left unexpressed, 

 and something erroneous always is, or may be, included in the terms employed. Dr. 

 Bushnell, after parading these principles with great circumstance, presses them out to 

 the most absurd conclusions.  Because language is an imperfect vehicle of thought, no 

 dependence can be placed upon it; there can be no such thing as scientific theology; 

 no definite doctrinal propositions; creeds and catechisms are not to be trusted; no 

 author can be properly judged by his  words, etc., etc.
220

  

Gutjahr aids our analysis of Hodge‘s criticism with this succinct description of Bushnell‘s 

understanding of language: 

 Following Coleridge‘s Romantic views of language, he argued that language 

 portrayed conceptions of the things it signified, rather than the actual things 

 themselves. This difference between idea and item inevitably led to gaps between 

 what a speaker or writer intended to communicate and what their audience might 

 actually understand their meaning to be. To overcome the interpretative problems 

 inherent in such gaps, Bushnell argued that the intuitive faculty provided the best 

 means to arrive at the true spirit of language‘s meaning. Thus, when it came to 

 understanding language, intuition not reason became the best arbiter of meaning.
221
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Hodge expresses great concern over the theological ramifications of Bushnell‘s view of 

language which Hodge perceives as threatening the very foundation of the Christian faith: 

―The doctrines of the Trinity, Incarnation, and Atonement are the common property of 

Christians. They belong to no sect and to no country. Any assault upon them, any explanation 

or defence of them, is matter of general interest‖ 
222

 Hodge argues that Bushnell‘s conception 

of language is not only problematic in specific regard to theological discourse and its 

doctrinal implications, but further ―undermines all confidence even in the ordinary 

transactions of life.‖ Thus Hodge concludes that the implications of Bushnell‘s view of 

language are unacceptable in that it ―supposes there can be no revelation from God to men, 

except to the imagination and the feelings, none to reason. It supposes that man, by the 

constitution of his nature is such a failure, that he cannot certainly communicate or receive 

thought.‖
223

 

 PRINCETON REVIEW: PARK [1850] 

 Hodge expresses similar concerns in his 1850 review of Edwards A. Park‘s ―The 

Theology of the Intellect and that of the Feelings,‖ a sermon delivered to Congregationalist 

ministers in Massachusetts.
224

 Hodge views both Bushnell and Park as portending a 

momentous philosophical shift that has dire consequences for Scripture and its relevance to 
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the Christian life.  Hodge describes this new challenge to the traditional understanding of 

biblical authority: 

 The normal authority of scripture is one of the subjects about which, at the present 

 time, the mind of the church is seriously agitated. The old doctrine of the plenary 

 inspiration and consequent infallibility of the written word, is still held by the great 

 body of believers. It is assailed however from various quarters and in different ways.  

 . . . The age of naked rationalism is almost over. That system is dying of a want of 

 heart. . . . It is no longer the mode to make ―common sense‖ the standard of all truth.    

 . . . The intuitional consciousness has superceded the discursive understanding; and 

 the Rationalists have given place to Transcendentalists. In the hands of many of the 

 latter, the scriptures share the same fate which has overtaken the outward world. As 

 the material is but the  manifestation of the spiritual – so the facts and doctrines of the 

 Bible are the mere forms of the spirit of Christianity.
225

 

Many critics of Hodge have seized upon his strong denunciations of Bushnell and Park as 

indicative of his commitment to biblical literalism, which is then taken to reveal Hodge‘s 

rationalist tendencies, but one should note that Hodge does not deny the existence of 

figurative language nor the relevance of emotions. To the contrary, Hodge affirms both the 

existence of figurative language in Scripture and the importance of emotions; what Hodge 

rejects is the presumed and forced distinction between what he calls a ―theology of feeling‖ 

and a competing ―theology of intellect‖ that in his judgment leads to a distorted hermeneutic:  

Admitting, however, that figurative language is the usual vehicle of emotion, this 

affords no foundation for the distinction between the theology of feeling and the 

theology of intellect – the one vague and inaccurate, the other precise and exact. For, 

in the first place, figurative language is just as definite in its meaning and just as 

intelligible as the most literal.
226
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He contends that such a linguistic bifurcation between intellect and emotions is unsustainable 

in light of linguistic analysis: 

 Such language, when interpreted according to established usage, and made to mean 

 when what it was intended to express, is not only definite in its import, but it never 

 expresses what is false to the intellect. The feelings demand truth in their object; and 

 no utterance is natural or effective as the language of emotion, which does not satisfy 

 the understanding.
227

 

So instead of purging figurative language and their associated emotional effects, Hodge 

assimilates such ―feelings‖ as an aspect of one‘s total and holistic ‗constitution‘:  

 The theology of reason not only amends and amplifies that of the affections, it is also 

 improved and enlarged by it. When a feeling is constitutional and cannot but be 

 approved, it furnishes data to the intellect by means of which it may add new 

 materials to its dogmatic system.
228

 

Isolating and then exalting ―the feelings,‖ in Hodge‘s judgment, leads to a theology and 

spirituality that is at odds with the universal and historical experience of the Church – an 

experience that extols the concord between doctrine and ―feelings‖: 

 The fact that the faithful in all ages concur in one substance of belief, is a proof of the 

 correctness of their faith. The church is not infallible in her bodies of divinity, nor her 

 creeds, nor catechisms, nor any logical formula; but underneath all, there lies a grand 

 substance of doctrine, around which the feelings of all reverent men cling ever and 

 everywhere, and which must be right, for it is precisely adjusted to the soul, and the 

 soul was made for it. These universal feelings provide a test for our faith. Whenever 

 our representations fail to accord with those feelings something must be wrong.
229

 

 PRINCETON REVIEW: COUSIN [1856] 

 Hodge continues his criticism of Transcendentalism and German Idealism in an 1856 

book review of Victor Cousin‘s The Elements of Psychology. A significant portion of the 
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review is tasked with defending earlier essays in the Princeton Review that were critical of 

German philosophy. Such defense was prompted by Cousin‘s translator, Caleb Henry, who 

complained that Hodge and his collaborators incorrectly identified Cousin as a pantheist.
230

 

Hodge defends the accuracy of the charge and their overall description of ―German 

philosophy‖ explaining: 

 There are two things which, in justice to all concerned, should be borne in mind. The 

 one is, that every man who holds a false system of philosophy, must of necessity have 

 an esoteric and exotic faith. We can no more feel and act in opposition to the laws of 

 our own constitution, then we can live independently of the laws of nature. . . . If he 

 denies  the essential distinction between right and wrong, he will manifest in his 

 feelings and judgments the operations of conscience. It may, therefore, be perfectly 

 true that Cousin‘s system is liable to all the charges brought against it, though his 

 ordinary language and life be governed by the principles of moral and religious 

 truth.
231

 

This explanation is revealing on two points. First, that Hodge vigorously maintains that the 

ideas promoted by the German thinkers are indeed ―a false system of philosophy‖ resulting in 

―an esoteric and exotic faith.‖  Second, that even under such philosophical influences, there 

remains universal ―laws of our own constitution,‖ which may be denied on a theoretical level, 

but will still manifest themselves naturally and ineluctably in the way that we live - a 

supposition bearing the imprint of Scottish Realism and  frequently utilized in Hodge‘s 

arguments.  

 PRINCETON REVIEW: LEE [1857] 

 In 1857,  in the context of   reviewing  William Lee‘s The Inspiration of Holy 

Scripture, its Nature and Proof, Hodge articulates his view of Scripture, specifically his 

understanding of inspiration.  While Hodge‘s view of Scripture is tangential to our main 

focus, several details emerge in the context of the controversy surrounding biblical 
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inspiration that is of interest. First, Hodge underscores the importance of biblical inspiration 

to faith: 

 Faith, therefore in Christ involves faith in the Scriptures as the word of God, and faith 

 in the Scriptures as the word of God, is faith in their plenary inspiration. That is, it is 

 the persuasion that they are not the product of the fallible intellect of man, but of the 

 infallible intellect of God. This faith, as the apostle teaches us, is not founded on 

 reason, i.e. on arguments addressed to the understanding , nor is it induced by 

 persuasive words addressed to the feelings, but it rests in the demonstration of the 

 Spirit. This demonstration is internal. It does not consist in the outward array of 

 evidence, but in a supernatural illumination imparting spiritual discernment, so that its 

 subjects have no need of external teaching, but this anointing teacheth them what is 

 truth. It is no mere intellectual cognition, cold as a northern light, but it is a power, 

 controlling at once the convictions, the affections, and the conscience.
232

 

What is especially interesting in this quotation is that Hodge explicitly grounds faith not in 

―the feelings‖ nor reason, but ―the demonstration of the Spirit,‖ calling into question the 

adequacy of the common characterization of Hodge as a rationalist and evidentialist – a point 

noted earlier in our description of Hodge‘s The Way of Life and a point that will be examined 

further in chapter five. 

 Second, Hodge succinctly and simply states his understanding of Scripture: ―In saying 

that the Bible is the word of God, we mean that he is its author; that he says whatever the 

Bible says; that everything which the Bible affirms to be true is true.‖
233

 Hodge contends that  

 [i]t will hardly be denied that this is the doctrine of the whole Christian Church. All 

 Christians in every age and of every name have regarded the Bible in all its parts as in 

 such a sense the word of God as to be infallible and of divine authority. This is the 

 faith of the Greeks and Latins, of Romanists and Protestants.
234
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Thus Hodge views his commitment to Scripture as not a unique theological conviction, but in 

fact one that is common and historically received among those who are Orthodox. 

 Hodge further admits that ―[a]s to the nature of inspiration we are entirely ignorant; 

that is, we have no knowledge whatever of the mode of the Spirit‘s operation. We only know 

its effects.‖
235

 Such ignorance does not warrant, in Hodge‘s judgment, the growing rejection 

of this traditionally affirmed doctrine precipitated by the ―new philosophy‖: 

 The common doctrine of inspiration does not admit of being brought into harmony 

 with the reigning philosophy, and therefore it is rejected. Any great change of a man‘s 

 views of the nature of God, of his relation to the world, of the constitution of man, of 

 the principles of virtue, or nature of free agency, necessitates a change in all other 

 related  doctrines. It often happens, too, that when a new philosophy springs up in one 

 country, and leads to a corresponding modification of Christian doctrine, these 

 modifications are adopted even where the philosophy is either not known or not 

 assented to. Thus there are views of inspiration current in this country and in England, 

  the product of German philosophy, adopted by many who know or care little or 

 nothing about the real basis and genesis of the views which they embrace.
236

 

For Hodge, the implications of one‘s view of Scripture are serious, particularly as they 

involve the corresponding concept of revelation: 

 As to the nature of religion, the new philosophy teaches that it is not a form of 

 knowledge, not a mode of action, but a life, a peculiar state of feeling; and 

 Christianity is  a life, or form of the religious consciousness produced by Christ, or in 

 some way due to him, and derived from him. . . . Revelation is that process (natural or 

 supernatural) by which those intuitions are awakened in the mind; and inspiration is 

 the inward influence by which the mind is enabled to seize on those intuitions.
237

 

This identifies what is for Hodge the main threat to doctrine posed by the Germany theology: 

one‘s conception of revelation. In Hodge‘s judgment, the ―new philosophy‖ of Germany has 

profoundly shaped contemporary theories of Scripture resulting in the deviation from the 

traditional perspective of Scripture that upheld the Bible as the very words of God; thus, 
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German Idealism is not merely a philosophy that encourages speculative conjecture, but an 

insidious epistemology that threatens to undermine the doctrinal foundation of orthodoxy. 

PRINCETON REVIEW: HAMILTON [1860] 

 Hodge‘s first explicit engagement with Reid occurs in  his 1860 review of Sir William 

Hamilton‘s edited compilation of Thomas Reid, Reid’s Collected Writings, and two of 

Hamilton‘s other works, Discussions on Philosophy and Lectures on Metaphysics and 

Logic.
238

 While Hodge‘s primary focus in the review is on Hamilton, whose philosophy 

Hodge describes as ―a modification of Kant‘s Critique of the Reason,‖ the noteworthy 

influence of Reid on Hamilton‘s is also briefly addressed in the context of Hodge‘s analysis 

and critique of Hamilton.
239

 Hodge explicitly describes Hamilton‘s epistemology in terms of 

comparing Reid with Kant. Hodge simply states that Reid‘s epistemology is ―believing that 

we know external objects as they are, affirms that we have original instinctive beliefs which 

assure us indubitably of general necessary objective truths, causation being one‖ which is 

then contrasted with Kant:   
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 Kant, on the contrary, held by the doctrine that we know only our states of mind 

 directly; it was therefore consistent for him to hold that relations are also primarily 

 subjective. Started in this track by the study of Hume, he generalized and developed 

 Hume‘s doctrine of causation into the principle that whatever appears as necessary to 

 us, must be given a priori by the mind itself, - and must be a form of mind, - a law of 

 thought and not a law of things. 
240

 

For Hodge, this contrast between Reid and Kant and how they figure into Hamilton‘s 

epistemology is significant; Hodge proposes that Hamilton‘s epistemology ―standing in 

general on the ground of Kant, admits that the law of thought necessarily lead to 

contradictions.‖
241

 This conclusion for Hodge is epistemologically troubling for reasons that 

we will examine below and in the next chapter. But sufficient for our present purposes, it is in 

the context of criticizing Hamilton that Hodge positively affirms ―that Reid was right in 

maintaining that we have an immediate knowledge of the material world‖ endorsing Reid‘s 

acceptance of realism.
242

  

 PRINCETON REVIEW: “CAN  GOD BE KNOWN” [1864] 

 In 1864, Charles Hodge directly addressed what he views as the main challenge posed 

by theologies informed by German Idealism in an article titled: ―Can God Be Known?‖  He 

introduces this topic with: 

 This is a question which lies at the foundation of all religion. If God be to us an 

 unknown God; if we know simply that he is, but not what he is, he cannot be to us the 

 object of love or the ground of confidence. We cannot worship him or call upon him 

 for help. Our Lord tells us that the knowledge of God is eternal life. How is it then 

 that there are some among us, who say that God cannot be known?
243
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After surveying a range of options, Hodge observes that the current proposals attached to 

Hamilton and others sympathetic to his view are a profound departure from the traditional 

stance of Christian thinkers: 

 The sense in which so many Christian fathers, philosophers, and theologians have 

 pronounced that God cannot be known, is very different from the sense in which that 

 proposition is asserted by Sir William Hamilton, Mr. Mansel, and others of the same 

 school. These distinguished writers had for their object the refutation of the monstrous 

 system of modern pantheism which is founded in what is called a philosophy of the 

 absolute, or, in the language of Hamilton, of the unconditioned.
244

 

Hodge applauds Hamilton for his thorough analysis and compelling critique of the 

―transcendental philosophy‖ with its pantheism,  

 The human mind can think only under the limitations which confine its knowledge to 

 the phenomenal and finite. Consequently, the whole modern transcendental 

 philosophy is a baseless fabric. In this conclusion we may well acquiesce, and feel 

 deep gratitude to the  man whose unequalled learning and matchless power have been 

 employed in unmasking the pretensions of this stupendous system of pantheistic 

 atheism, whose highest results are the deification of man and the deification of evil.
245

 

But Hodge then contends that such praise cannot be extended to Hamilton‘s own analysis of 

our knowledge of God; an analysis in Hodge‘s judgment that draws erroneous conclusions 

due to its reliance on German transcendental philosophy: 

 Unfortunately Hamilton does not stop here. He infers that all that is said of the 

 Absolute by the transcendentalists is true of God. That is, that so far as human 

 faculties are concerned he is not an object of knowledge; that if we conceive of him as 

 absolute and infinite, we cannot conceive of him as cause, as intelligent, as conscious, 

 as a person, or possessed of any attributes. He is pure nothing – the simple negation of 

 all thought.
246

 

What is most troublesome about Hamilton‘s epistemology, for Hodge, is its conclusion that 

our knowledge of God is ―regulative‖ rather than genuinely descriptive: 
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 Regulative knowledge, therefore, is that which is designed to regulate or determine 

 our character and practice. It need not be true, much less adequate or complete. All 

 that is  necessary is, that it should be trustworthy, i.e., such as we can safely act upon. 

 . . . All that the Bible and our own nature reveals of God we are to believe – that is, 

 regard as trustworthy – although we must remain in profound and absolute ignorance 

 whether these  revelations are true, that is, answer to objective reality or not.
247

 

Hodge concludes that ―This whole theory which teaches that God cannot be known, appears 

to us self-contradictory and destructive.‖
248

 He explains: 

 But what is regulative truth, but truth designed to accomplish a given end? And what 

 is design, but the intelligent adaptation of means to an end? And what is intelligent 

 adaptation of means but a personal act? Unless, therefore, God be in reality a person, 

 there can be no regulative truth.
249

 

Moreover, such a conclusion about not having genuine and objective knowledge about God 

has profound implications, namely that it ―destroys the foundation of all knowledge.‖ Hodge 

elaborates: 

 The ultimate ground of knowledge is confidence in the veracity of God. . . . All  

 foundation of confidence is gone, if we once admit that God has so constituted our 

 nature  that it cannot be trusted; that reasons, conscience, or the senses, acting 

 according to the laws he has given them, lead us into contradictions and absurdities.    

 . . . These philosophers say that the right use of reason leads inevitably and of 

 necessity to the conclusion that the absolute and infinite is not a cause, intelligent, or a 

 person. But this conclusion is admitted to be false, and it therefore follows that God 

 has made it necessary  for us to believe what is not true.
250

 

Hodge affirms and acknowledges the long-standing belief in divine incomprehensibility, but 

argues that this traditional doctrine significantly differs from the contentions of Hamilton: 

 If a man assumes that incomprehensible can be comprehended, his reasoning will no 

 doubt be vicious and his conclusions false. But this is only saying that false premises 
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 and false reasoning lead to false conclusions. But according to Hamilton and Mansel, 

 right premises and correct reasoning lead to false conclusions; which is a very 

 different thing, and a direct impeachment of the Author of our rational nature, and 

 destructive of the foundation of all knowledge. . . . It is important, however, that we 

 should distinguish between the incomprehensible and the impossible. We may not be 

 able to understand how the infinite can be a person; but this is very different from 

 seeing that the two ideas are incompatible, so that an infinite person is an 

 impossibility.  . . . As faith is the inward affirmation  of the mind that a thing is true, 

 and impossibility or contradiction is an affirmation or perception that it is not and 

 cannot be true, it is evident that faith cannot  coexist in the mind with the conviction 

 that its object is an impossibility.
251

 

In strong contrast to Hamilton‘s contention that our knowledge of God is ―regulative,‖ Hodge 

argues: 

 In opposition to all this, the Scriptures declare and the whole church believes, that 

 God is  a proper object of knowledge; that while we cannot conceive of him in 

 infinitude, nor  comprehend his nature, his perfections, nor his relation to his creatures, 

 yet our partial  knowledge is correct knowledge; that he really is what he declares 

 himself to be . . . By knowledge is meant, not full comprehension of its object, but a 

 firm belief of what is true on appropriate grounds addressed to our reason. 
252

 

 Hodge then buttresses his argument against Hamilton‘s conclusion by noting Hamilton‘s 

admission and affirmation of ―primary beliefs‖: 

 Sir William Hamilton himself admits. The primary truths revealed in the constitution 

 of our nature, and vouched for by the common consciousness of men, he calls primary 

 cognitions or beliefs. We know that we ourselves are, and that we are intelligent, 

 personal subsistences; we know that the external world exists, and that the primary 

 qualities of matter really belong to it. These things are matters of knowledge. We are 

 commonly and correctly said to know whatever is given in consciousness, or that can 

 be fairly deduced from these primary truths or intuitions. It is in this sense we know 

 God. We know that he is, and that he is what we know him to be. We have in the 

 constitution of our nature the  knowledge of what a spirit is, and, therefore, we know 

 what God is, when our Lord declares he is a spirit.
253
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For Hodge, our confidence that we know God in some partial, but genuine manner is a 

function of being in the image of God and ―children of God,‖ and having that ontological 

status affords us the capacity for possessing primitive, that is ―primary,‖ beliefs, about God: 

 The ground, or reason, why we are authorized to ascribe to God the perfections of our 

 own nature, is that we are his children. He is the Father of spirits; we are of the same 

 generic nature with him; we were created in his image; we are, therefore, like him, 

 and he  is like us. This is the fundamental principle of all religion. This is the principle 

 urged by the Apostle in his address to the Athenians.
254

 

Hodge compares such awareness and belief in God with our confidence in having knowledge 

of the external world: 

 The mass of mankind believe that they have immediate knowledge of the objects of 

 perception, that they see and feel the things themselves. It is the philosophers who 

 contradict this universal and necessary belief, and say that it is not the things 

 themselves that we perceive, but certain ideas, species, or images of the things.            

 . . . In other words, the conviction that God is what he has revealed himself to be, rests 

 on the same foundation as our conviction that the external world is what we take it to 

 be. The ground of assurance in both cases is the veracity of consciousness, or the 

 trustworthiness of the  laws of belief impressed upon the constitution of our nature.
255

 

Hodge concludes with what he perceives as decisively establishing that we have genuine 

knowledge of God, namely the incarnational revelation of God in the person of Jesus Christ: 

 We see, therefore, as with our eyes what God is. We know that, although infinite, and 

 absolute, he can think, act, and will; that he can love and hate; that he can hear prayer 

 and forgive sin; that we can have fellowship with him as one person can commune 

 with another. Philosophy must vail [sic] her face and seal her lips in the presence of 

 God thus manifest in the flesh, and not pretend to declare that he is not, or is not 

 known to be, what he has just revealed himself as being.
256

 

 

 

                                                           
254

 Charles Hodge, “Can God Be Known?,” 145. 
 
255

 Charles Hodge, “Can God Be Known?,” 146. Hodge’s confidence in “the veracity of consciousness” is 
supported by using Hamilton’s own words against him: “’Consciousness,’ he says, ‘once convicted of 
falsehood, an unconditional scepticism, in regard to the character of our intellectual being, is the melancholy, 
but only rational result.’” (147) 

256
 Charles Hodge, “Can God Be Known?,” 152. 



104 
 

 SYSTEMATIC THEOLOGY [1872-1873] 

 In 1872, the first two volumes of Charles Hodge‘s Systematic Theology were 

published, followed by a third volume in 1873. In what is widely considered Hodge‘s 

magnum opus, he specifically references Thomas Reid seven times.
257

 Of the eight explicit 

references to Reid, six occur in Hodge‘s discussion on the nature of human freedom. Reid is 

extensively quoted as representative of those espousing ―the liberty of contingency,‖ a 

position that Hodge finds problematic - both on philosophical and theological grounds.
258

 

Another direct reference to Reid is found in Hodge‘s discussion on ―The Teleological 

Argument‖ where Hodge cites Reid‘s definition of instinct.
259

 The final explicit reference to 

Reid in Systematic Theology is found in Hodge‘s chapter on ―Faith.‖ 
260

  Unlike Hodge‘s 

criticism of Reid‘s support for ―the liberty of contingency,‖ here Hodge cites favorably 

Reid‘s description of belief in relation to consciousness acknowledging Reid‘s general 

description, but then distinguishes between a general concept of belief and the kind that 

obtains in acts of faith toward God.
261

 Hodge explains: ―God has constituted us capable of 

belief, and the complex state of mind involved in the act of faith is of course different 

according to the nature of the truth believed, and the nature of the evidence on which our 

faith is founded.‖
262

 So in Hodge‘s judgment, faith is a common element in most, if not all, of 

our epistemic endeavors; hence, the affirmation that faith involves knowledge.  But how 
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epistemology factors into faith, depends upon the object of that faith. This highlights a 

significant point in Hodge‘s conception of faith and knowledge. Hodge strongly resists the 

claim that faith in God is mere cognitive assent that God exists; to do so, in Hodge‘s 

judgment, fails to distinguish fides specialis from other uses of faith.
263

  

 What may be most significant in surveying Hodge‘s Systematic Theology (a work that 

most consider to be the mature expression of Hodge‘s theology) is the noticeable absence of 

explicit mention of Reid or any of the Scottish Realists in Hodge‘s discussion of theological 

method and specifically in Hodge‘s explication of ―the inductive method.‖
264

 While there is 

strong evidence from earlier articles in The Princeton Review that Hodge and other 

contributors attributed the articulation and exposition of induction to Bacon and subsequently 

to Reid, Hodge‘s failure to directly cite Reid or any of the Scottish philosophers in his 

discussion of the use of induction is noteworthy.
265

    

 For Hodge, the method of induction appeals to a ―fundamental principle‖ that applies 

to both science and theology:  

 that theory is to be determined by facts, and not facts by theory. As natural science 

 was a chaos until the principle of induction was admitted and faithfully carried out, so 

 theology is a jumble of human speculations, not worth a straw, when men refuse to 

 apply the same principle to the study of the Word of God.
266
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The advantage of using induction in relation to Scripture, in Hodge‘s judgment, is that such a 

methodology overcomes the epistemologically-flawed misuse of theory and allows Scripture 

to be integrated with other ―truths‖: 

 This is perfectly consistent, on the one hand, with the admission of intuitive truths, 

 both intellectual and moral, due to our constitution as rational and moral beings; and 

 on the  other hand, with the controlling power over our beliefs exercised by the 

 inward teachings of the Spirit. . . . And that for two reasons: First, All truth must be 

 consistent. God cannot contradict himself. He cannot force us by the constitution of 

 the nature which He has given us to believe one thing, and in his Word command us 

 to believe the opposite. And second, All the truths taught by the constitution of our 

 nature or by religious experience, are recognized and authenticated in the Scripture.
267

 

 While it is not apparent why Hodge fails to explicitly attribute his inductive approach 

to Bacon and Reid, it is clear that he makes a favorable comparison between the intellectual 

enterprise of the natural sciences and theology.  For Hodge, the point of using science as a 

comparison and example for theologians is founded on Hodge‘s belief that the findings of the 

natural sciences rely on such ‗common sense‘ cognitive experiences that the natural sciences 

can serve as an exemplar for the theologian‘s use of induction, namely in the attentive 

analysis of experiential data and a desire to gather all the relevant facts.
268

 

 Hodge‘s favorable comparison with the natural sciences is best understood by his 

intentional contrast with other methodologies: ―the speculative‖ and ―the mystical‖
269

 Both of 

these methods are in Hodge‘s judgment especially indebted to German philosophical 

influences.  While Hodge‘s comparison between the natural sciences and theology is often 

observed and likewise criticized, what is often overlooked is Hodge‘s qualification that 

discourages equating the two: ―Every science has its own method, determined by its peculiar 
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 Systematic Theology, 1:15. Hodge further qualifies his endorsement and appeal to “intuitive truths”: “We 
cannot assume this or that principle to be intuitively true, or this or that conclusion to be demonstrably 
certain, and make them a standard to which the Bible must conform. What is self-evidently true, must be 
proved to be so, and is always recognized in the Bible as true.” (1:15) 
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 Systematic Theology, 1:11-13.  
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nature. This is a matter of so much importance that it has been erected into a distinct 

department.‖
270

  This recognition of distinct ‗sciences‘ is a point that nuances Hodge‘s 

comparison and use of induction.  

 Hodge‘s preference for inductivism is based on his supposition that there exists ―two 

great comprehensive methods are a priori and a posteriori‖ – a supposition that is decidedly 

informed by Hodge‘s aversion to German Idealism and its perceived speculative tendencies. 

It is in the context of Hodge‘s lengthy analysis and critique of Hamilton‘s ―regulative‖ 

knowledge of God, a theological epistemology that Hodge attributes to the Idealistic 

philosophy, that  Hodge explicitly affirms ―what is, perhaps, infelicitously called ‗the 

Philosophy of Common Sense.‖
271

 Hodge then delineates what is probably his most explicit 

articulation of Scottish Realism: 

 The principles of that philosophy are: (1) That what is given in consciousness is 

 undoubtedly true. (2)  That whatever the laws of our nature force us to believe, must 

 be accepted as true. (3) That this principle applies to all the elements of our nature, to 

 the senses, the reason, and the conscience. We cannot rationally or consistently with 

 our allegiance to God, deny what our senses, reason, or conscience pronounce [sic] to 

 be true. (4) Neither the individual man, nor the cause of truth, however, is to be left to 

 the mercy of what any one may choose to say reason or conscience teaches. Nothing 

 is to be accepted as the authoritative judgment of either reason or conscience, which 

 does not bear the criteria of universality and necessity.
272

 

That Hodge‘s explicit endorsement and employment of Scottish Realism occurs in a context 

of responding to German Idealism is an important detail that cannot be overlooked, as we will 

see. 
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 Systematic Theology, 1:3. 

271
 Systematic Theology, 1: 361. Hodge does not explain his remark about “infelicitously” but given Hodge’s 

stated evaluation of Hamilton’s epistemology, one can easily surmise that Hodge is chiding Hamilton’s 
inconsistency – a point that will receive further attention in the next chapter. 
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 WHAT IS DARWINISM?[1874] 

In Charles Hodge‘s final literary effort, he devoted his attention to the emerging 

controversy sparked by the publication of Darwin‘s Origin of the Species. In What is 

Darwinism? Hodge tackles the complex and difficult issue of science and religion that had 

received renewed interest with the relatively recent publication of Darwin‘s evolutionary 

hypothesis. The essay never explicitly refers to Reid or Scottish Realism by name, but in 

Hodge‘s discussion of the relative roles of science and religion, Hodge  revealingly states: 

It is ground of profound gratitude to God that He has given to the human mind 

intuitions which are infallible, laws of belief which men cannot disregard any more 

than the laws of nature, and also convictions produced by the Spirit of God which no 

sophistry of man can weaken. These are barriers which no man can pass without 

plunging into the abyss of outer darkness. 

Then Hodge specifically references such intuitions in regard to scientific inquiry: 

Scientific men must come to recognize practically, and not merely in words, that there 

are other kinds of evidence of truth than the testimony of the senses. They must come 

to give due weight to the testimony of consciousness and to the intuitions of reason 

and conscience. They must cease to require the deference due to established facts to 

be paid to their speculations and explanations.
273

 

 It is clear from our survey of Hodge‘s works that the mention and use of terms like 

―intuitions,‖ ―laws of beliefs,‖ and ―consciousness‖ referred throughout Hodge‘s discussion 

of Darwinism are to be understood within the particular framework of Scottish Realism. One 

specific feature seems particularly telling, the contrast between ―speculations and 

explanations‖ and ―facts‖ which as we have seen throughout this survey are consistent with 
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 “What is Darwinism?” (1874) in What is Darwinism? And Other Writings on Science and Religion  Edited and 
Introduction by Mark A. Noll and David N. Livingstone, (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 1994), 137.  Given that 
many have so closely linked the initial success and subsequent demise of Scottish Realism to the changes in 
science, most notably the paradigm shift introduced by Darwin, Hodge’s treatment of Darwin and Darwinism 
becomes especially salient. 
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the Scottish rejection of explanations that resorted to metaphysical conjectures not grounded 

in experience.
274

 

 SUMMARY ANALYSIS OF  HODGE‟S  WRITINGS 

What are we to conclude from this survey of the writings of Charles Hodge about the 

relevant role played by Reid and other Scottish Realists. Mark Noll in an article titled 

―Common Sense Traditions and American Evangelical Thought‖ describes the influence of 

―Common Sense‖ on early American thought, including theology, as both pervasive and 

complex. He cautions historians not to generalize how various thinkers and theologians, 

especially those identified with evangelicalism, appropriated ―Common Sense.‖  In order to 

better appreciate the diversity and plurality of ―Common Sense‖ traditions, Noll offers a four-

fold taxonomy that elucidates the various ways that Scottish Realism influenced particular 

theologians: epistemological Common sense that was intended to respond to Humean 

skepticism and reestablish confidence in knowledge; ethical Common Sense that sought to 

ground morality in moral intuitions that were widely received and experienced; 

methodological common sense that appealed to inductive analysis grounded in experiential 

―facts‖ drawing from the thought of Francis Bacon and the success of Isaac Newton; and 

finally, scientific common sense which is an extension of Baconian inductivism that exalted 

systems of truth and discouraged ―hypothetical flights of fancy.‖
275

  

Noll‘s taxonomy is helpful in examining the various venues where Scottish Realism 

became influential and how various thinkers, theologians included, drew upon its 
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 Hodge’s arguments and evaluation of Darwin, while not the central focus of this particular essay, does 
evince substantive awareness, on the part of Hodge, of the current scientific discussions of his day, especially 
in relation to Darwinism. Such details call into question the characterization of Marsden that Princetonians 
were guilty of  a “superficial accommodation” between science and theology, at least as far as Hodge is 
concerned. 
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 Mark A. Noll, “Common Sense Traditions and American Evangelical Thought” American Quarterly 37 

(Summer 1985): 217-224. A further attractive feature of this article is that Noll is well versed in the specific 
thought and contributions of Hodge and the Princetonians to evangelical theology given his substantial work 
and interaction with the Princeton theology.  
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philosophical resources. All four of these categories do seem to be present in Hodge‘s 

thought, but with significant qualifications and varying degrees of utilization. As evident in 

the survey, Hodge demonstrates an unwillingness to fully endorse and implement all of 

Reid‘s views (especially Reid‘s construal of ―free will‖). Hodge‘s restraint as well as use of 

Reid and others (most notably Locke and Hamilton) seems particularly sensitive to certain 

philosophical trends, most notably the notion of innate ideas and the further development of 

such ideations in German idealism and its related theological views. It was this overriding 

concern with Kant and the implications of his thought - both philosophical and theological 

that seemed to particularly motivate Hodge to embrace the Scottish Realism of his 

intellectual predecessors and mentors, especially Archibald Alexander.
276

 For both Alexander 

and Hodge, an epistemology that grounded knowledge and belief in experience rather than 

metaphysical speculation was viewed as more consonant with their theological convictions, 

especially given the profound and prolific theological deviations, most notably pantheism, 

characteristic of German theology.  

Additionally, the appeal of Thomas Reid and his epistemology to Charles Hodge was 

prompted in large part to the challenges posed by theological skepticism that emerged from 

Kant‘s epistemology. The fact that Reid‘s epistemology is a ―naturalized‖ epistemology may 

appear initially to be inconsistent with Hodge‘s theological commitments, (hence the charges 

of ―anthropocentrism‖ by some of Hodge‘s critics), but this can be deflected by Reid‘s 

further claim that the natural constitution of our epistemic powers comes from the creative 

handiwork of a benevolent and wise Creator, a claim quite amenable to Hodge‘s theological 

convictions. Moreover, grounding our epistemology in a benevolent and wise God serves to 

reinforce our confidence in the reliability of our epistemic powers, including our ability to 
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 Paul Helseth in his recent “Right Reason” and the Princeton Mind: An Unorthodox Proposal (Phillipsburg:  
P& R Publishing, 2010) delineates in some detail Alexander’s epistemology and influence on Hodge and the 
other Princetonians, see especially pages 25-39. 
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gain empirical knowledge about the world. Such an epistemological presupposition could 

then serve as the foundation for the use of inductivism which Bacon espoused and Reid 

extolled. It is this confidence in one‘s epistemic powers, including one‘s empirical knowledge 

that undergirds the use of inductivism as an epistemic strategy for organizing beliefs and our 

knowledge claims. Charles A. Jones III in his dissertation succinctly summarizes Hodge‘s 

philosophical perspective in its historical context: 

Charles Hodge was not a rigid Reformed scholastic after the mode of the 

 seventeenth-century schoolman, Francis Turretin, but rather a man who sought to 

 negotiate ecclesiastical disputes, who sought to reinterpret a hard Calvinism for an 

 Enlightened America, who sought to present a reasonable faith to a world depending 

 more and more on subjective experience. In terms of his time and what he tried to 

 accomplish theologically, Charles Hodge was a ―man-caught-in-between.‖
277
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 Jones, “Charles Hodge, Keeper of Orthodoxy,” x. While it will be argued in this present work that Hodge’s 
epistemological appropriation of Scottish Realism is not inconsistent with his own “Augustinianism,” Jones’ 
summation also attests to the fact that Hodge’s resulting theology is to a significant degree a direct 
consequence of his adoption of this philosophy suggesting that Hodge’s criticisms of others for their allowing 
their philosophical presuppositions to shape their theological interpretation and use of Scripture is a criticism 
that could equally be applied to Hodge. 



112 
 

CHAPTER FOUR 

HODGE AND KANT 

 KANT‟S  “COPERNICAN  REVOLUTION” 

In chapter two, considerable attention was paid to describing in some detail Thomas 

Reid‘s contribution to epistemology, especially in regard to the debate over theories of 

perception in light of Hume‘s skepticism. In Reid‘s estimation, the widespread belief that 

―ideas‖ mediate one‘s perception of the external world paved the way for Hume‘s skeptical 

conclusions. This in turn prompted Reid to develop an account of perceptual knowledge, and 

by extension knowledge in general, that would grant the knowing subject direct cognitive 

access to the real world, and thus undercut Hume‘s skepticism.  

But Reid was not alone in trying to develop an alternative account of knowledge in 

response to Hume‘s skeptical arguments. Immanuel Kant, likewise, was prompted by Hume 

to forge an epistemology that could overcome Hume‘s skeptical conclusion.
278

 But as will be 

shown in this chapter, Kant‘s proposal, what has been referred to as an epistemological 

‗Copernican revolution,‘
279

 took a very different approach to resolving the problems raised by 
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  As described by Sir William Hamilton: “Thus Hume (as elsewhere stated) is author, in a sort, of all our 
subsequent philosophy. For out of Reid and Kant, mediately or immediately, all our subsequent philosophy is 
evolved; and the doctrines of Kant and Reid are both avowedly recoils from the annihilating skepticism of 
Hume-both attempts to find for philosophy deeper foundations than those which he had so thoroughly 
subverted.”(Footnote to letter from Thomas Reid to David Hume, cited in The Works of Thomas Reid, D.D., 8

th
 

ed. Sir William Hamilton, vol. 1,  “Correspondence of Thomas Reid,” [Edinburgh: James Thin, 1863]1:91) 
Hamilton’s analysis will receive much attention in this chapter given his prominence, as noted in the previous 
chapter, in epistemological debates relating to Kant and Reid. 
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 Not Kant’s actual terms, but a convenient shorthand summation of Kant’s point that is widely used. What 

Kant actually says is quite revealing as to Kant’s epistemological project: “The examples of mathematics and 
natural science, which by a single and sudden revolution have become what they now are, seem to me 
sufficiently remarkable to suggest our considering what may have been the essential features in the changed 
point of view by which they have so greatly benefited.  . . . Hitherto it has been assumed that all our 
knowledge must conform to objects. But all attempts to extend our knowledge of objects by establishing 
something in regard to them a priori, by means of concepts, have, on this assumption ended in failure. We 
must therefore make trial whether we may not have more success in the tasks of metaphysics, if we suppose 
that objects must conform to our knowledge. This would agree better with what is desired, namely, that it 
should be possible to have knowledge of objects a priori, determining something in regard to them prior to 
their being given. We should then be proceeding precisely on the lines of Copernicus’ primary hypothesis. 
Failing of satisfactory progress in explaining the movements of the heavenly bodies on the supposition that 
they all revolved around the spectator, he tried whether he might not have better success if he made the 
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Hume‘s analysis; consequently, Kant‘s proposed alternative has generated profound 

epistemological implications that have forever reshaped the philosophical landscape, and by 

those same implications, theology.  In our previous chapter in which Charles Hodge‘s use of 

Scottish Realism was described, it became evident that Kant‘s influence was a significant 

factor in understanding why Hodge was attracted to Scottish Realism, and why he vigorously 

opposed the emergence of German Idealism and its theological offspring. This aversion to 

German philosophical influences is most evident and explicitly detailed in Hodge‘s direct 

responses to Sir William Hamilton, a prominent philosopher who had attempted to synthesize 

Reid and Kant. Such analysis and criticism of Hamilton, as explicated in several of Hodge‘s 

literary works, elucidates Hodge‘s epistemology, especially in terms of Hodge‘s disapproval 

of Kant and embrace of ―the Philosophy of Common Sense.‖
280

 

AN  EXPOSITION OF KANT‟S  EPISTEMOLOGY 

 In order to fully appreciate Hodge‘s critique of Hamilton, it will be necessary to 

examine in some detail Kant‘s epistemology. Such exposition will enable us not only to 

contextualize and gain more insight into Hodge‘s epistemology, but will also assist our later 

evaluation of post-conservative theology which has been significantly shaped by the 

profound ramifications of Kant‘s philosophy.  

Any exposition of Kant‘s epistemology must begin with his Critique of Pure Reason 

which introduces the following claim: 

There can be no doubt that all our knowledge begins with experience. For how should 

our faculty of knowledge be awakened into action did not objects affecting our senses 

partly of themselves produce representations, partly arouse the activity of our 

understanding to compare these representations, and by combining or separating 

them, work up the raw material of the sensible impressions into that knowledge of 

objects which is entitled experience? In the order of time, therefore, we have no 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
spectator to revolve and the stars to remain at rest. A similar experiment could be tried in metaphysics, as 
regards the intuition of objects.” (Immanuel Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, Translated by Norman Kemp Smith 
[1781; Boston/New York: Bedford/St. Martins, 1929], 21-22 [Bxvi] (All italics original unless otherwise noted). 

280
 Hodge, Systematic Theology, 1:361. 



114 
 

knowledge antecedent to experience, and with experience all our knowledge 

begins.
281

 

Though initially sounding like an endorsement of empiricism, Kant immediately qualifies the 

epistemological relevance of empirical experiences:   

But though all our knowledge begins with experience, it does not follow that it all 

arises out of experience. For it may well be that even our empirical knowledge is 

made up of what we receive through impressions and of what our own faculty of 

knowledge (sensible impressions serving merely as the occasion) supplies from 

itself.
282

 

With this consequential qualification, Kant attempts to bridge the divide between the 

two primary schools of epistemology, the rationalists and the empiricists, both of whom 

shared the common goal of developing an account of knowledge and truth that would not be 

vulnerable to skepticism. While skepticism has always been a philosophical problem, for 

Kant, it was specifically David Hume‘s arguments and conclusions that posed the most 

difficulties. As described in chapter two, Hume‘s empiricism led to the conclusion that much 

of our supposed knowledge about the external world could not be substantiated given strict 

empiricist premises.  In his Prolegomena to any Future Metaphysics, Kant recalls how 

Hume‘s skepticism prompted the Prussian philosopher to search out a new approach to 

knowledge: 

I openly confess, the suggestion of David Hume was the very thing, which many 

years ago first interrupted my dogmatic slumber, and gave my investigations in the 

field of speculative philosophy quite a new direction. I was far from following him in 

the conclusions at which he arrived by regarding, not the whole of his problem, but a 

part, which by itself can give us no information. If we start from a well-founded, but 

undeveloped, thought, which another has bequeathed to us, we may well hope by 
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 Immanuel Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, 41, [B1]. For an excellent description of the momentous 
philosophical ramifications of Kant’s epistemology as initiated by the Critique, see Robert C. Solomon’s 
Continental Philosophy Since 1750: The Rise and Fall of Self, vol. 7, A History of Western Philosophy (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1988), 25-38. 
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continued reflection to advance farther than the acute man, to whom we owe the first 

spark of light. 
283

 

As this quote reveals, Kant viewed Hume‘s skepticism, though troubling, as a provocative 

premise that inspires further intellectual inquiry, a challenge to philosophers to re-think how 

we know what we think we know, possibly revolutionizing the way we think about empirical 

knowledge. So Kant contends: ―The consciousness of my ignorance (unless at the same time 

this ignorance is recognized as being necessary), instead of ending my enquiries, ought rather 

to be itself the reason for entering upon them.‖
284

 

 In fact, Kant preferred the uncomfortable prodding of skepticism over the certainty 

offered by dogmatism. Kant looked at Hume‘s skeptical analysis as not only a motivation for 

developing a new epistemology, but also as one that offered valuable insights concerning the 

limitations of knowledge, limitations often ignored by ‗the dogmatists‘ in their feeble efforts 

to defend knowledge against skepticism:  

All ignorance is either ignorance of things or ignorance of the function and limits of 

knowledge. If ignorance is only accidental, it must incite me, in the former regard to a 

dogmatic enquiry concerning things (objects), in the latter regard to a critical enquiry 

concerning the limits of my possible knowledge.
285

  

And thus Kant, instead of vilifying Hume, lauded Hume‘s skeptical challenge: 

The celebrated David Hume was one of those geographers of human reason who have 

imagined that they have sufficiently disposed of all such questions by setting them 

outside the horizon of human reason — a horizon which yet he was not able to 

determine. Hume dwelt in particular upon the principle of causality, and quite rightly 

observed that its truth, and even the objective validity of the concept of efficient cause 

in general, is based on no insight, that is, on no a priori knowledge, and that its 

authority cannot therefore be ascribed to its necessity, but merely to its general utility 

in the course of experience, and to a certain subjective necessity which it thereby 

acquires, and which he entitles custom. From the incapacity of our reason to make use 
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 Kant, Prolegomena to Any Future Metaphysics, trans. Paul Carus, minor emendations by Daniel Kolak, [CD-
ROM] (Wadsworth Philosophy Source 3.0, Thomson Wadsworth, 2006), 4. 
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of this principle in any manner that transcends experience, he inferred the nullity of 

all pretensions of reason to advance beyond the empirical.
286

 

  A central concern of Kant‘s, in developing a response to Hume, was to 

provide a compelling analysis of the cause-effect relationship: 

Hume started from a single but important concept in metaphysics, viz., that of cause 

and effect (including its derivatives force and action, etc.). He challenges reason, 

which pretends to have given birth to this idea from herself, to answer him by what 

right she thinks anything to be so constituted, that if that thing be posited, something 

else also must necessarily be posited; for this is the meaning of the concept of cause. 

He demonstrated irrefutably that it was perfectly impossible for reason to think a 

priori and by means of concepts a combination involving necessity. We cannot at all 

see why, in consequence of the existence of one thing, another must necessarily exist, 

or how the concept of such a combination can arise a priori. Hence he inferred that 

reason was altogether deluded with reference to this concept, which she erroneously 

considered as one of her children, whereas in reality it was nothing but a bastard of 

imagination, impregnated by experience, which subsumed certain representations 

under the law of association, and mistook the subjective necessity of habit for an 

objective necessity arising from insight. Hence he inferred that reason had no power 

to think such combinations, even generally, because her concepts would then be 

purely fictitious, and all her pretended a priori cognitions nothing but common 

experiences marked with a false stamp. In plain language there is not, and cannot be, 

any such thing as metaphysics at all.
287

 

The specific claim by Hume that a priori cognitions were ―purely fictitious‖ was a direct 

blow against the Rationalists, the very tradition of Kant‘s education.
288

 But if Hume was 

correct, not only were the knowledge claims heralded by such Rationalists as Descartes and 

Leibniz threatened but likewise even much of the knowledge accepted by empiricists like 

Bacon and Locke. So Kant believed that answering Hume‘s analysis concerning the a priori 

was essential to establishing any theory of knowledge that preserved both rational and 

empirical knowledge while avoiding dogmatism and skepticism.  
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 Therefore, central to Kant‘s epistemological efforts, especially in light of Hume‘s 

arguments, was an explication and defense of the validity of synthetic a priori claims.
289

 

Kant, on the one hand, wanted to restore the epistemic viability of cause-effect relations so 

vital to our empirical knowledge of the world, especially natural philosophy,
290

 while on the 

other hand, in sympathy with Hume, to rid philosophy of the metaphysical speculation so 

prevalent in philosophy, most prominently in the rationalist tradition of Leibniz and Wolff. 

Like Hume, Kant viewed metaphysics as being so riddled with speculation and dogmatism 

that it failed to satisfy the standards of genuine knowledge: 

Since these sciences [mathematics and science of nature] exist, it is quite proper to 

ask how they are possible; for that they must be possible is proved by the fact that 

they exist. But the poor progress which has hitherto been made in metaphysics, and 

the fact that no system yet propounded can, in view of the essential purpose of 

metaphysics, be said really to exist, leaves everyone sufficient ground for doubting as 

to its possibility.
291

 

Kant attributes the persistent interest in the speculation of metaphysics to a natural inclination 

for entertaining questions that cannot be answered; a consequential disposition that he feels 

must be addressed in any proposal for establishing a plausible account for intellectual 

judgment: 

Yet, in a certain sense, this kind of knowledge is to be looked upon as given; that is to 

say, metaphysics actually exists, if not as a science, yet still as a natural disposition 

(metaphysica naturalis). For human reason, without being moved merely by the idle 

desire for extent and variety of knowledge, proceeds impetuously, driven on by an 

inward need, to questions such as cannot be answered by any empirical employment 

of reason, or by principles thence derived. Thus in all men, as soon as their reason has 
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 Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, 55 [B19-20]. 
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become ripe for speculation, there has always existed and will always continue to 

exist some kind of metaphysics.
292

 

 Thus Kant‘s task is to show how it is that we can have genuine knowledge and 

therefore make rationally warranted judgments, especially ones using the synthetic a priori, 

while avoiding dogmatic assertions that fall into the realm of ―metaphysics.‖ The key 

according to Kant is to engage in a critical analysis of ―pure reason‖ on the transcendental 

level; what Kant describes as ―transcendental reason‖: ―all knowledge which is occupied not 

so much with objects as with the mode of our knowledge of objects in so far as this mode of 

knowledge is to be possible a priori.‖
293

 Consequently, Kant views the goal of such 

―transcendental‖ analysis as ―not to extend knowledge, but only to correct it, and to supply a 

touchstone of the value, or lack of value, of all a priori knowledge.‖
294

 

 Space and time do not permit a detailed exposition of Kant‘s complex transcendental 

analysis, but for purposes of comparison with Reid, we will focus on Kant‘s epistemology as 

it primarily pertains to perception:  

Our knowledge springs from two fundamental sources of the mind; the first is the 

capacity of receiving representations (receptivity for impressions), the second is the 

power of knowing an object through these representations (spontaneity [in the 

production] of concepts). Through the first an object is given to us, through the second 

the object is thought in relation to that [given] representation (which is a mere 

determination of the mind). Intuition and concepts constitute, therefore, the elements 

of all our knowledge, so that neither concepts without an intuition in some way 

corresponding to them, nor intuition without concepts, can yield knowledge.
295
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Thus in Kant‘s analysis, perceptual knowledge necessarily requires both ―intuitions‖ and 

―concepts‖ supplied by ―the understanding‖:  

Our nature is so constituted that our intuition can never be other than sensible; that is, 

it contains only the mode in which we are affected by objects. The faculty, on the 

other hand, which enables us to think the objects of sensible intuition is the 

understanding. . . . Without sensibility no object would be given to us, without 

understanding no object would be thought. Thoughts without contents are empty, 

intuitions without concepts are blind. . . . The understanding can intuit nothing, the 

senses can think nothing. Only through their union can knowledge arise.
296

 

Critical to understanding Kant‘s particular account of perception and its broad implications 

for his epistemology is his specified understanding and analysis of ―concepts.‖ Justus 

Hartnack explains: ―To use a concept is, according to Kant, to make a judgment by means of 

this concept. Since the understanding is the faculty of using concepts, it can therefore be said 

to be the faculty of making judgments.‖ 
297

 It is on the basis of our commonly employed 

judgments that Kant derives his schemata of concepts known as the ―categories.‖ Hartnack 

elucidates how these categories function in relation to our intuitions: 

Whenever we see, hear, taste, feel, or smell something, there is a sense impression. 

An assertion about an existing sense impression must always be a synthetic a 

posteriori proposition. Whether such an assertion is true or not, only experience can 

confirm. Nevertheless we can, Kant believes, maintain of every assertion about an 

existing sense impression something that is a priori valid— something that 

beforehand can be said to be the case, something that can be anticipated.
298
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 To demonstrate that such categories are not only valid, but necessary, Kant appeals to 

what he calls ―analogies of experience,‖ based on the principle that ―experience is possible 

only through the representation of a necessary connection of perceptions.‖
299

 In Critique of 

Pure Reason, Kant offers three specific analogies of experience that are foundational to any 

theory describing common empirical experiences: the enduring permanence of substance, the 

alteration of appearances in accordance with cause and effect, and the coexistence of 

substances in a reciprocating relationship.
300

 An important implication emerges from Kant‘s 

description of experience and the relevant role played by these analogies,  

An analogy of experience is, therefore, only a rule according to which a unity of 

experience may arise from perception. It does not tell us how mere perception or 

empirical intuition in general itself comes about. It is not a principle constitutive of 

the objects, that is, of the appearances, but only regulative.
301

 

To provide a concrete illustration of this profound claim, we will observe Kant‘s 

characterization of the cause-effect relation, the very relation which Hume denied prompting 

Kant‘s inquiry: 

I perceive that appearances follow one another, that is, that there is a state of things at 

one time the opposite of which was in the preceding time. Thus I am really connecting 

two perceptions in time. Now connection is not the work of mere sense and intuition, 

but is here the product of a synthetic faculty of imagination which determines inner 

sense in respect of time-relation. But imagination can connect these two states in two 

ways, so that either the one or the other precedes in time. For time cannot be 

perceived in itself, and what precedes and what follows cannot, therefore, by relation 

to it, be empirically determined in the object. I am conscious only that my imagination 

sets the one state before and the other after, not that the one state precedes the other in 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
presupposes that which is given in intuition. As Kant expresses it: “thoughts without content are empty, and 
intuition without concepts are blind(B75)” (Critique of Pure Reason, 31-32). 
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the object. In other words, the objective relation of appearances that follow upon one 

another is not determined through mere perception.
302

 

Thus Kant draws the general conclusion: 

Experience itself — in other words, empirical knowledge of appearances - is thus 

possible only in so far as we subject the succession of appearances, and therefore all 

alteration, to the law of causality; and, as likewise follows, the appearances, as objects 

of experience, are themselves possible only in conformity with the law.
303

 

 Hume had argued that all empirical knowledge must be reducible to strictly our sense 

impressions and since the cause-effect relation itself is not a sense impression, then the cause-

effect relationship itself could not properly be an empirical object of knowledge. Kant, in 

responding to Hume, grants Hume‘s point that the cause-effect relation is itself not a sensory-

derived impression, but Kant avers that such a belief is still worthy of being called knowledge 

on the grounds that such a relation is the specific and necessary effect of the a priori laws of 

thought that organize our perceptual experiences. 

While Kant‘s epistemological efforts are directed at justifying empirical claims 

necessary for ―natural philosophy‖ involving cause-effect relations, epistemological problems 

emerge when such categories are likewise applied to putative objects that are not themselves 

―conditioned,‖ specifically metaphysical claims involving what he calls ―transcendental 

ideas.‖ Hartnack explains why such ―transcendental ideas‖ (i.e. metaphysics) can never be 

incorporated into ―pure reason,‖ and thus are excluded by Kant from the realm of genuine 

knowledge: 

Since there is nothing empirical that corresponds to these ideas, it is impossible for 

the understanding to form for itself any picture of the objects of the metaphysical 

disciplines here referred to. Kant calls the ideas transcendental; for the uncompleted 

and the conditioned require the idea of the completed and the unconditioned. It would 
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be impossible for the uncompleted and the conditioned to strive toward the completed 

and the unconditioned if the idea of the unconditioned did not exist. If the 

uncompleted attained completion, there would no longer be any need for the idea of 

the completed; for the inference from the condition to the conditioned is not the 

business of reason but the understanding. The transcendent ideas serve only as 

conditions of making inferences from the conditioned to the unconditioned.
304

 

Kant avers that all such attempts to apprehend the unconditioned, what he calls the 

―transcendental dialectic,‖ generate erroneous inferences since such inferences exceed the 

limitations of what we can know, and thus in Kant‘s estimation, cannot provide us with 

genuine instances of knowledge.
305

 If Kant is correct, this has devastating ramifications for 

theological knowledge; a consequence well attested in theological circles by the decisive shift 

in attitudes and uses of Scripture following the widespread adoption of Kantian 

epistemological ideals.
306

  

 Before proceeding to examine Hodge‘s response to Kant by way of his criticisms of 

William Hamilton, we will first compare Kant and Reid in terms of their respective accounts 

of perception.  This comparison is intended to illuminate Hodge‘s epistemology in its 

rejection of Kant and preference for Reid. To summarize Reid‘s model of perception briefly: 

in the act of perception, the percipient has a sensory experience initiated by bodily sensations 

which in turn evokes a belief and a concept in conjunction with the sensations. According to 
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Reid, the act of perception consists exclusively in the formation of a belief and a 

corresponding concept. Recall that in Reid‘s analysis of perception, he demarcated 

perceptions from sensations;  in fact for Reid, it is the failure to properly distinguish between 

sensations and perceptions that has resulted in much epistemological error, namely by 

creating the need for hypothesizing mediating entities between the object of perception and 

the one having the sensations. In Reid‘s estimation, it is imperative that one not grant to the 

sensations a signatory function containing any cognitive or conceptual content. So as 

instanced in Reid‘s example of having a sensory experience with a rose, the various 

sensations that may accompany and in fact that constitute such an event are not to be 

understood as providing the necessary perceptual input in terms of conceptual content.  

If you ask me, what is that quality or modification in a rose which I call its smell, I am 

at a loss to answer directly. Upon reflection, I find, that I have a distinct notion of the 

sensation which it produces in my mind. But there can be nothing like this sensation 

in the rose, because it is insentient. The quality in the rose is something which 

occasions the sensation in me; but what that something is, I know not. My senses give 

me no information upon this point. The only notion, therefore, my senses give is 

this—that smell in the rose is an unknown quality or modification, which is the cause 

of the occasion of a sensation which I know well.
307

 

 
 Thus, according to Reid, sensations ―suggest‖ the perceived object to which my 

perceptions attend in conjunction with such sensations. The physical bodily states that 

constitute one‘s sensations operate in constant and consistent conjunction with one‘s 

intellectual apprehension evoked by such ―natural signs,‖ but one would not be justified in 

attributing the content of one‘s belief about the perceived object to the sensations themselves, 

for as Reid notes: ―There is no necessity of a resemblance between the sign and the thing 

signified; and indeed no sensation can resemble any external object.‖
308
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 Kant‘s account of perception, especially his construal of ―concepts‖ and their 

corresponding sensations, seems to share some prima facie similarities with Reid‘s, but there 

are profound differences.
309

  While Reid and Kant both agree that the event of experiencing 

some external object through sensation does involve real objects independent of the 

perceiver, differences emerge in relation to the question: what is the direct object of 

perception? For Reid, it is the object itself.
310

 For Kant, there is a very different answer: 

All representations have, as representations, their object, and can themselves in turn 

become objects of other representations. Appearances are the sole objects which can 

be given to us immediately, and that in them which relates immediately to the object 

is called intuition. But these appearances are not things in themselves; they are only 

representations, which in turn have their object.
311

 

Lacking direct perceptual acquaintance with the object of perception, Kant employs his 

notion of ―concepts‖ by way of the ―categories‖ as the necessary and mediatory means of 

perception: ―We cannot think an object save through categories; we cannot know an object 

save through intuitions corresponding to these concepts.‖
312

 This is in stark contrast to Reid 

who emphatically resists such conjoining of concepts with sensations. He refers to such a 

relation as ―mysterious,‖ but he clearly wants to keep concepts and sensations distinct and 

separate as cognitive powers.
313

 

So Reid and Kant‘s respective accounts of perception and the role played by reason 

and concepts are at odds. There is no indication in Reid‘s writings that he was aware of 

Kant‘s proposal, even though On the Intellectual Powers of the Mind was published in 1785, 

four years after the first edition of Kant‘s Critique of Pure Reason. But Kant does exhibit 
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awareness of Reid, and in fact offers criticism of Reid in his later work Prolegomena for any 

Future Metaphysic:   

But Hume suffered the usual misfortune of metaphysicians, of not being understood. 

It is positively painful to see how utterly his opponents, Reid, Oswald, Beattie, and 

lastly Priestley, missed the point of the problem; for while they were ever taking for 

granted that which he doubted, and demonstrating with zeal and often with impudence 

that which he never thought of doubting, they so misconstrued his valuable suggestion 

that everything remained in its old condition, as if nothing had happened.
314

 

Kant judges the efforts and appeals to ―common sense‖ as primarily, a failure to understand 

properly Hume, and consequently, a squandered opportunity to grasp the import of his 

skeptical analysis and thus recognize the precise nature and limitations of reason in light of 

such skepticism. Instead these opponents of Hume, according to Kant, appealed to ―common 

sense‖ as if such appeals could satisfy the questions that Hume‘s skeptical conclusions 

generated.
315

 

 HODGE‟S  ASSESSMENT OF  SIR WILLIAM  HAMILTON 

 The relevance of Kant and the comparison between his epistemology and that of Reid 

is evident and emphatic in the analysis proffered by Charles Hodge of Sir William 

Hamilton‘s works. To be more specific, it was Hamilton‘s attempt to synthesize Reid and 

Kant in order to provide a philosophically plausible epistemology, including our knowledge 
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of God that caught Hodge‘s attention and concern.
316

 As we have seen, Hamilton was viewed 

by Hodge as being an erudite philosopher whose keen analyses have benefited the Christian 

intellectual community, particularly in Hamilton‘s decisive critiques of pantheism.  But 

Hamilton‘s philosophical scrutiny has turned out to be a double-edged sword, particularly in 

regard to his own construal of theological knowledge, specifically our knowledge of God.
317

  

As previously described, Hamilton‘s arguments received significant attention from 

Hodge in several of his writings, the most mature expression of Hodge‘s dissatisfaction and 

criticism being delineated in his Systematic Theology where he spent some twenty pages 

specifically critiquing William Hamilton‘s analysis of our knowledge of God. We will 

examine Hodge‘s analysis and critique in some detail so as to gain insight into the precise 

nature of Hodge‘s epistemology, both in terms of his appropriation of Scottish Realism and 

his rejection of Kant and German Idealism. 

Hodge begins the chapter titled ―Knowledge of God‖ by articulating his own views 

concerning the knowledge of God, namely, that God can be known, but also acknowledging 

that such knowledge is of a God who is inconceivable and incomprehensible; 

consequentially, our knowledge is only partial.
318

 Hodge distinguishes his acknowledgment 

of our cognitive limitations from that of Hamilton specifically on the detail of having ―true 

knowledge‖:  

While, therefore, it is admitted not only that the infinite God is incomprehensible, and 

 that our knowledge of Him is both partial and imperfect . . . nevertheless our 

 knowledge, as far as it goes, is true knowledge. God really is what we believe Him to 

 be, so far as our idea of Him is determined by the revelation which He has made of 
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 Himself in his works,  in the constitution of our nature, in his word, and in the person 

 of his Son.
319

 

 Whether one has the capacity for ―true knowledge,‖ Hodge contends, is a function of 

one‘s epistemology that provides the necessary presuppositions informing one‘s conception 

of theological method and knowledge. Hodge grounds his convictions about theological 

epistemology, especially his claim that God is truly knowable in a realistic sense, to his 

theological commitment to humanity being the ―image of God.‖
320

 But Hodge recognizes that 

appealing to such a theological-biblical consideration  is not sufficient given the current 

intellectual climate, specifically the emergence of German idealism, which is increasingly 

critical of epistemological realism in general, and consequently, skeptical of the traditional 

reliance on biblical arguments.
321

 So Hodge begins his analysis by addressing the 

epistemological issue that underwrites the plausibility of divine revelation that putatively 

allows for direct knowledge of God:  

It is here as with regard to the knowledge of the external world. The mass of mankind 

believe that things are what they perceive them to be. This philosophers deny. They 

affirm that we do not perceive the things themselves, but certain ideas, species, or 

images of the things; that we have, and can have, no knowledge of what the things 

themselves really are. So they say we can have no knowledge of what God is; we only 

know that we are led to think of Him in a certain way, but we are not only not 
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authorized to believe that our idea corresponds to the reality, but, say they, it is certain 

that God is not what we take Him to be. . . . In other words, our conviction that God is 

what He has revealed Himself to be, rests on the same foundation as our conviction 

that the external world is what we take it to be.
322

 

As this quote demonstrates, Hodge makes explicit comparison between our knowledge of 

God and our knowledge of the external world. He takes the denial of direct cognitive access 

to the external world as advocated by ―the philosophers‖ (an apparent reference to proponents 

of Kant‘s epistemology) as directly related to the denial of knowledge of God. Hodge in 

response appeals to a number of considerations including consciousness as adequate means 

and support for the common conviction that knowledge of God is possible and plausible – a 

consideration clearly consistent with Scottish Realism. Hodge cites approvingly the insights 

of Hamilton in specific regard to the necessary trustworthiness of our consciousness: 

No man has more nobly or more earnestly vindicated this doctrine, which is the 

foundation of all science and of all faith. ―Consciousness,‖ he [Hamilton] says, ―once 

convicted of falsehood, an unconditioned skepticism, in regard to the character of our 

intellectual being, is the melancholy but only rational result. Any conclusion may now 

with impunity be drawn against the hopes and the dignity of human nature. Our 

personality, our immateriality, our moral liberty, have no longer an argument for their 

defence.‖
323

 

 In addition to consciousness, Hodge further appeals to a number of considerations that 

he believes vindicates the theistic claim to know God culminating in the theological and 

biblical affirmation of the incarnation as being the supreme revelation of God. Hodge 

concludes: ―This doctrine that God is the object of certain and true knowledge lies at the 

foundation of all religion, and therefore must never be given up.‖
324

 But such appeals, Hodge 

recognizes, are specious if the epistemological methods and presumptions of ―modern 

German philosophy‖ are granted: 
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 The modern German philosophers take the ground that all science, all true philosophy, 

 must be founded on the knowledge of being, and not of phenomena. They reject the 

 authority of the senses and of consciousness, and teach that it is only by the 

 immediate cognition of the Absolute that we arrive at any true or certain knowledge. 

 God, or rather, the Infinite, can be as thoroughly known and comprehended as the 

 simplest object of sense or of consciousness; He is, only so far as He is known.
325

 

Hodge again solicits the aid of Hamilton‘s philosophical acumen to critique the epistemology 

and corresponding theology that emerges from German Idealism: 

 Hamilton shows, in the first place, that the immediate intuition of Schelling, which 

 Hegel ridiculed as a mere imagination, the dialectics of Hegel, which Schelling 

 pronounced a  mere play of words, and the impersonal reason of Cousin which enters 

 our consciousness but not into our personality, utterly fail to give us a knowledge of 

 the Infinite.
326

 

Thus Hodge concurs with Hamilton‘s negative assessment of the German philosophy‘s 

theological conclusions: 

What then is the result of the whole matter? It is, that if the definitions of the Absolute 

and Infinite adopted by transcendentalists be admitted, the laws of reason lead us into 

a labyrinth of contradictions. . . . Hamilton infers from all this, that a philosophy of 

the Absolute is a sheer impossibility; that the Absolute, from its nature and from the 

necessary limits of human thought is unknowable, and consequently that the 

stupendous systems of pantheistic atheism which had been erected on the contrary 

assumption, must fall to the ground.
327

 

But here is where Hamilton‘s analysis takes an ‗unhappy‘ turn in Hodge‘s judgment: 

Unhappily, however, Hamilton, like Samson, is involved in the ruin which he created. 

 In overthrowing pantheism he overthrows Theism. All that he says of the Absolute as 

 unknowable, he affirms to be true of God. All the contradictions which attend the 

 assumption of an absolute and infinite being as the ground of philosophy, he says 

 attend  the assumption of an infinite God.
328

 

 While Hamilton has decisively demonstrated the errors of the German epistemology, 

especially when applied to God, Hodge contends that Hamilton‘s arguments presuppose the 

same faulty premises that led to the momentous errors of German theology. Hodge avers that 

Hamilton has failed to distinguish properly the traditional doctrine of divine 
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incomprehensibility based on human finiteness and sinfulness from a conception of divine 

incomprehensibility based on Kantian epistemological conclusions, namely that knowledge 

of God falls into the category of ―transcendental ideals.‖ Hamilton‘s attempted incorporation 

of Kantian epistemology, in Hodge‘s estimation, leads to a view of knowledge of God that is 

not only rationally incoherent, but more importantly, seriously undermines the credibility of 

the Christian faith:  

Although Hamilton often uses the same language when speaking of God as 

unknowable, as that employed by others, his meaning is very different. He really 

teaches an ignorance of God destructive of all rational religion, because inconsistent 

with the possibility of faith.
329

 

Hamilton‘s effort to vindicate his analysis by appealing to human ignorance of God is 

inadequate in Hodge‘s judgment. Hodge explains:  

 Our ignorance of God, according to Hamilton, is neither the ignorance of the idiot nor 

 of imperfect knowledge, but it is analogous to the ignorance of a blind man of 

 colours, and more definitely, the ignorance we labor under with regard to any object 

 of which we can prove contradictions.
330

 

Hodge points out that if Hamilton‘s explanation and appeal to ignorance of the divine on the 

basis of ―incogitability‖ was accurate, then this would seem to create problems for 

Hamilton‘s own profession that he himself is a Christian theist. As Hodge notes: 

 Hamilton and Mansel, however, are not only Theists, but Christians. They believe in 

 God, and they believe in the Scriptures as divine revelation. They endeavor to avoid 

 what seem to be the inevitable consequences of their doctrine, by adopting two 

 principles: first, that the unthinkable is possible, and, therefore, may be believed. By 
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 the unthinkable is meant that which the laws of reason force us to regard as self-

 contradictory.
331

 

 Hodge finds this ―first principle‖ untenable.  Hodge avers that Hamilton has failed to 

properly distinguish between propositions that cannot be reconciled due to our lacking the 

requisite cognitive means from those that are ―self-contradictory.‖  While one may struggle 

intellectually to reconcile two theological truths because of ignorance, mental weakness, or  

due to the obscurity of the nature of the thing itself, something that is genuinely self-

contradictory cannot be true.  Hodge finds the implications of Hamilton‘s principle troubling. 

If an individual believes, for example, that God is a person, and then also at the same time 

affirms that God is infinite, by which it is meant that God is not a person, Hodge contends 

that affirming such a contradiction would be intellectually unsustainable.  But this is indeed 

what Hamilton is affirming: a simultaneous believing in two contradictory propositions.  But 

this according to Hodge is problematic. Not only is it intellectually impossible for one 

genuinely to entertain two mutually contradictory propositions at the same time and be 

rational, but, to appeal to faith as an alternative basis of profession does not alleviate the 

cognitive incoherence.  

The ground for Hodge‘s contention is that faith and rational discursive thought are 

both functions of the same mind. If the mind cannot rationally entertain contradictory 

thoughts, neither can the mind entertain contradictory propositions of faith.
332

 An additional 

problem that Hodge believes is entailed by Hamilton‘s view is that such an account 

presupposes an inherent defect in our human faculties that is there by divine design and 

purpose, namely a defect in our cognitive faculties that by divine purpose is intended to instill 
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faulty beliefs about God. This in Hodge‘s estimation tarnishes the wisdom and character of 

God.
333

  

Hodge likewise judges that Hamilton‘s ―second principle‖ is no less problematic:  

 The second principle which Hamilton and Mansel adopt to save themselves from 

 skepticism is that of regulative knowledge. We are bound to believe that God is what 

 the Scriptures and our moral nature declare Him to be. This revelation, however, does 

 not teach us what God really is, but merely what He wills us to believe concerning 

 Him. . . . So we do not, and cannot know what God really is; but the representations 

 contained in the Scriptures are sufficient to regulate our moral and religious life. We 

 can safely act on the assumption that He really is what we are thus led to think Him to 

 be, although we know that such is not the fact.
334

 

This appeal to ―regulative knowledge‖ by Hamilton, is viewed by Hodge as a desperate 

measure to avoid total skepticism and a direct consequence of adopting elements of Kant‘s 

epistemology. Hodge contends that such appeal to ―regulative knowledge‖ suffers from 

several problems. First, the whole notion of ―regulative knowledge‖ when applied 

specifically to the knowledge of God contains an inherent contradiction. The very notion of 

―regulative‖ implies a knowledge that is purposeful and designed for a given end, or as 

Hodge describes it: ―[an] intelligent adaptation of means to an end.‖ But, as Hodge is quick to 

point out, such ―intelligent adaptation of means to an end is a personal act. Unless, therefore, 

God be really a person, there can be no such thing as regulative knowledge.‖
335

  Since 

Hamilton explicitly denies that one can genuinely know that God is a person, then such a 

denial undermines the plausibility of the very notion of regulative knowledge. 

 A second problem emerges from the practical consequence of affirming theological 

knowledge as being merely regulative, namely that it is what Hodge terms ―powerless, unless 

its subjects regard it as well founded.‖ What Hodge means by this is explained by examples 

like moralistic fairy tales. He points out that ―belief in the truth of these is essential to their 
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effect.‖ Once a child no longer believes that a particular story is true, the story loses its 

effectiveness to motivate the child to a desired effect. So Hodge concludes: ―if Hamilton and 

his disciples can convince the world that the Infinite cannot be a person, the regulative 

influence of Theism is gone. Men cannot be influenced by representations which they know 

are not conformed to the truth.‖
336

 

 A third problem raised by Hodge is similar to an earlier criticism applied to 

Hamilton‘s ―first principle‖ that faith can be placed in objects and ideas that are incogitable. 

Hodge states his objection: 

This theory is highly derogatory to God. It supposes Him to propose to influence his 

creatures by false representations; revealing Himself as Father, Governor, and Judge, 

when there is no objective truth to answer to these representations. And worse than 

this . . . it supposes Him to have so constituted our nature as to force us to believe 

what is not true. We are constrained by the laws of our rational and moral being to 

think of God as having a nature like our own, and yet we are told it is blasphemy so to 

regard Him.
337

 

Hodge‘s final criticism is a theological one. If one adopts Hamilton‘s ―regulative 

knowledge‖ as applying to all theological discourse and claims, then the authority of 

Scripture is destroyed. Hodge argues that if the Bible does not provide objective knowledge 

when it comes to God and God‘s relation to the world, then on what grounds can we claim 

that it provides any sort of objective knowledge when it comes to Christ and his work?  

Hodge does not develop this point in any substantive detail, but the significance of his 

question and implicit point is fairly apparent. If Hamilton‘s appeal to ―regulative knowledge‖ 

is intended to offer moral and practical guidance for Christian living, this would then seem to 
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require that we must have some objective cognition of what salvation is and its practical 

effects. But is such practical knowledge even possible without having some objective 

knowledge about Christ which would then require some knowledge about Christ‘s deity 

which in turn ends up with objective knowledge claims about God?
338

 

Hodge not being content to rebut specific claims made by Hamilton in regard to the 

possibility of having knowledge of God, goes one step further in offering a broad analysis 

and critique of Hamilton‘s theological presuppositions. Hodge begins his analysis by showing 

where he thinks Hamilton went wrong by examining Hamilton‘s definitions of ―Absolute‖ 

and ―Infinite‖ as denominated to God. Hodge discerns the significance of Hamilton‘s 

proposed definitions of ―infinite,‖ ―absolute‖ and Hamilton‘s preferred title ―unconditioned‖ 

remarking that: ―These definitions determine everything.‖
339

 Hodge contends that these 

proposed definitions as employed by Hamilton lead ―to contradictions and absurdities, when 

it leads to conclusions which are inconsistent with the laws of our nature, and when it 

subverts all that consciousness, common sense, and the Bible declare to be true, the only 

rational inference is that the definition is wrong.‖
340

 Hodge attributes the problems attending 

to Hamilton‘s use of these terms and their associated definitions as due to Hamilton‘s reliance 

on the ―transcendentalists‖ whom Hodge points out have founded their beliefs about God 

―upon purely speculative a priori grounds.‖ Hodge concludes his point with the observation: 

―For if, as these philosophers say, the Absolute and Infinite cannot be known, how can it be 

defined?‖
341
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 A second broad criticism of Hamilton‘s overall theological epistemology targets 

Hamilton‘s general conception of knowledge as dependent on having distinct concepts or 

mental images as critical for knowledge to be achieved. Hodge agrees with Hamilton that in 

regard to such notions as ‗infinite‘ and ‗absolute,‘ we cannot form mental images, but Hodge 

responds: 

This seems to be a materialistic way of looking at things. The same may be said of 

cause, substance, and soul, of none of which can we frame a mental image; yet they 

are not unthinkable. A thing is unthinkable only when it is seen to be impossible, or 

when we can attach no meaning to the words, or proposition, in which it is stated. 

This impossibility of intelligent thought may arise from our weakness.  . . . It is not 

impossible, for Hamilton and Mansel both admit that God is in fact infinite; nor is that 

proposition unintelligible.
342

 

 In contrast to Hamilton‘s complicated epistemology, Hodge simply proposes that 

―knowledge is the perception of truth.‖
343

 Hodge avers that if one grants Hamilton‘s 

conclusion that God cannot be rationally known, this logically leads to skepticism, despite 

Hamilton‘s own erudite defense of ―Philosophy of Common Sense.‖ The problem in 

Hamilton‘s analysis, as Hodge sees it, is with his efforts to synthesize the insights of Reid and 

Kant. By adopting Kant‘s specific claim that our senses ―are not what we take them to be‖ 

and that ―the necessary laws of thought which govern our mental operations, lead to absolute 

contradictions,‖ Hamilton, in Hodge‘s judgment, created an incoherent epistemology with 

devastating theological implications.
344

 Thus Hodge concludes: 

The theory, therefore, of Hamilton and Mansel as to the knowledge of God is suicidal. 

It is inconsistent with the veracity of consciousness, which is the fundamental 
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principle of their philosophy. The theory is an incongruous combination of sceptical 

principles with orthodox faith, the anti-theistic principles of Kant with Theism. One or 

the other must be given up. We cannot believe in a personal God, if an infinite person 

be a contradiction and absurdity.
345

 

Hodge contends that if Hamilton had more consistently applied his principles of ―Common 

Sense Philosophy‖ to his beliefs about theological knowledge, he would have acknowledged 

that 

God has not so constituted our nature as to make it of necessity deceptive. The senses, 

reason, and conscience, within their appropriate spheres, and in their normal exercise, 

are trustworthy guides. They teach us real, and not merely apparent or regulative 

truth. Their combined spheres comprehend all the relations in which we as rational 

creatures, stand to the external world, to our fellow men, and to God.
346

 

  

 CONCLUSION: THE  APPEAL OF REIDIAN REALISM 

 For Hodge, the primary issue at stake is that of theological realism. The inevitable 

consequence of adopting Kant‘s epistemology, even in part (as in the case of Hamilton) is a 

denial of theological realism. Hodge repeatedly affirms the necessity of defending theological 

realism, something Hamilton, despite all his philosophical insights, failed to do. Hodge 

accedes that such confidence in gaining genuine knowledge of God must be qualified by our 

finitude and especially our ‗fallenness‘, but such qualifications do not obviate the fact that 

genuine knowledge of God is made available and accessible by means of divine revelation.
347

 

 Given our overall project to critically examine Hodge‘s epistemology and explore its 

relevance and plausibility in light of the postmodern critique of knowledge and truth, with all 

its theological implications, we are now in position to assess Hodge‘s thought in relation to 

both Reid and Kant, especially given the prominence and influence of certain Kantian ideals 
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in Hodge‘s day. Hodge‘s critique of Hamilton offers us a significant opportunity to see how 

Hodge viewed Kant‘s epistemology, albeit indirectly. Hamilton‘s works are especially 

relevant since they are characterized by Hodge and others as evincing significant sympathies 

with Kant and especially since Hamilton‘s own epistemology attempts to integrate Kant with 

Reid into a coherent epistemology. It is fairly apparent that where Hamilton draws upon the 

intellectual resources of Reid, he is viewed favorably by Hodge in terms of his ―common 

sense‖ commitments, but when he departs into Kantian idealism, Hodge strenuously resists 

and rebuts. But what does this tell us in regard to the specific degree of Hodge‘s dependence 

on ―the Common Sense Philosophy‖? Peter Hicks in his examination of the Hodge-Hamilton 

debate offers what I think is an accurate assessment: 

Many of Hodge‘s references to the convictions which arise ‗from the constitution of 

our nature‘, which have been hailed as conclusive evidence that Hodge‘s theology 

was built on the foundation of Scottish Common Sense philosophy, need to be read in 

the light of his own personal evangelical experience, and of his doctrine of the image 

of God. This is not to deny the influence of the Scottish philosophy and terminology 

upon Hodge‘s writing and thinking; it was the accepted philosophy in the America of 

his day, and its terminology was lingua franca. But I suggest that Hodge used Scottish 

Common Sense terminology and ideas because they gave adequate expression to his 

theological and philosophical ideas, rather than because they controlled those ideas.
348

 

 Hicks‘ thesis is further strengthened when skepticism is factored into the analysis. 

Because Scottish Common Sense Realism was viewed by Hodge, as it was by Reid and even 

Hamilton, as a path to genuine knowledge and correspondingly an antidote to skepticism, 

Hodge in responding to Kant and German Idealism found in Scottish Realism, in terms of its 

resistance to skepticism, an ally.  For Hodge, Common Sense Realism offers a way of 

knowing that overcomes not only the skepticism of Hume, but pace Hamilton, also avoids the 

difficulties attendant to Kant‘s transcendental idealism, most specifically the loss of direct 

epistemic acquaintance with God and the world; in other words, theological realism is 

underwritten by Reid and undermined by Kant. While much of Hodge‘s focus in regard to 
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Hamilton is epistemological, it is no insignificant detail that Hodge concludes this chapter-

long critique of Hamilton with an emphatic appeal to biblical revelation: 

 We need, therefore, a divine supernatural revelation. Of this revelation, it is to be 

 remarked, first, that it gives us real knowledge. It teaches us what God really is; what 

 sin is; . . . The knowledge thus communicated is real, in the sense that the ideas which 

 we are  thus led to form of the things revealed conform to what those things really 

 are.
349

 

These concluding remarks suggest that Hodge‘s preference for the epistemology of Scottish 

Realism, particularly over the emerging German Idealism, is primarily not motivated by 

philosophical interests but rather compelled by theological concern. Consequently, Hodge‘s 

commitment to Scottish Realism gives primacy to theology rather than philosophy. This is 

most explicitly manifested in Hodge‘s reiterated commitment to biblical revelation as 

providing communication that is epistemological and hermeneutically realistic, a position 

more amenable to the epistemology of Reid rather than Kant. In Hodge‘s judgment, this issue 

is not of mere theoretical interest but preeminently relevant to the Christian life as he 

concludes the chapter on this practical note: 

 The conclusion, therefore, of the whole matter is, that we know God in the same sense 

 in which we know ourselves and things out of ourselves. We have the same 

 conviction that God is, and that He is, in Himself, and independently of our thought of 

 Him, what we  take Him to be. Our subjective idea corresponds to the objective 

 reality. This knowledge of God is the foundation of all religion; and therefore to deny 

 that God can be known, is really to deny that rational religion is possible. In other 

 words, it makes religion a mere sentiment, or blind feeling, instead of its being what 

 the Apostle declares it to be, a , a rational service; the homage of the 

 reason as well as of the heart and life.
350
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CHAPTER FIVE: 

THE RATIONALIST OBJECTION 

 THE RATIONALIST OBJECTION STATED 

 In the previous chapters, we examined Hodge‘s epistemology to ascertain the impact 

of Scottish Realism on his view of reason in relation to faith and its implications for his 

theological method. Now we are in a position to examine three prominent objections raised 

against Hodge and his use of Scottish Realism, what I have categorized as: the rationalist 

objection, the modernist objection, and the plausibility objection. The focus of this chapter 

will be on the rationalist objection, the earliest of the objections raised against Hodge‘s 

epistemology and its implications for his theological method.   

―The rationalist objection‖ like the other two objections share the common feature of 

claiming that the influence of Scottish Realism upon Hodge‘s theology subjugated his 

ostensible commitment to Reformed theology to an Enlightenment conception of reason. The 

consequence of such philosophical captivity, according to such critics, was that Hodge‘s 

theology, especially his theological method, was so profoundly shaped by Enlightenment 

ideals that he significantly deviated from his Reformed roots; a claim explicitly at odds with 

Hodge‘s own profession to uphold confessional Calvinism.
351

 The ―rationalist objection‖ in 

particular contends that Hodge‘s confidence in reason is inconsistent with his commitment to 

Calvinism.  

 One of the earliest examples of the ―rationalist objection‖ occurs in the critique by 

Ralph John Danhof in his published dissertation, Charles Hodge as Dogmatician.  As noted 

in our literary review, Danhof raises several issues with Hodge‘s methodology, but much of 

his critical attention is directed towards Hodge‘s use of inductive reasoning. While Danhof 
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never fully explicates his reasons for finding Hodge‘s use of inductivism inadequate for 

doing theology, he does contend that the comparison Hodge draws between theology and the 

natural sciences founders on the rational short-comings of the inductive method.
352

  

Danhof construes Hodge‘s favorable comparison between theology and science as 

entailing an epistemology in which just as scientific inquiry requires ‗facts‘ to be 

‗authenticated‘ by the scientist, namely by a process of inductive analysis to verify scientific 

―truths,‖  that likewise, the theologian uses induction as a means to discover and 

‗authenticate‘ theological truths. But such a comparison, Danhof contends, fails to appreciate 

the profound difference between the study of nature and theology. Danhof argues that truth 

and knowledge in the sphere of theology specifically requires as a prerequisite 

―palingenesis‖: 

The truth is that the science of Theology is only possible on the basis of palingenesis, 

 and it is the task of Theology to investigate the nature of palingenesis. The subject of 

 theology as a science is the human consciousness, in which has been planted a sensus 

 divinitatis,  a semen religionis, which impels to seek knowledge of God. This impulse 

 is heightened in the sinner by palingenesis, by which the subject is made receptive for 

 the special revelation of God. This fact grants to the science of Theology a distinctive 

 character.
353

 

 

In Danhof‘s judgment, such oversight on the part of Hodge reveals a profound failure to 

appreciate the epistemic import of God‘s self-revelation and particularly the prominent role 

played by the Holy Spirit in that process: 

And it is just this peculiar character of Theology which Hodge has failed to state. He 

 placed it on a level with the natural sciences. That the science of Theology is 

 dependable upon the self-revelations of its object, and that the subject must assume an 

 attitude of dependability over against the facts which he seeks to formulate was 

 seriously forgotten by Hodge. The theologian has no ―facts‖ to authenticate. The 

 ectypal knowledge of God in Scripture is its own authentication. Scripture 
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 authenticates its facts in the hearts of the subject by the testimony and illumination of 

 the Holy Spirit.
354

 

 Furthermore, Danhof avers, Hodge‘s emphasis on the role played by human reason 

particularly in authenticating divine revelation seems to minimize Reformed theology‘s 

traditionally strong emphasis on sin‘s profound negative effects on human reason.
355

 This, in 

Danhof‘s estimation, reveals a profound propensity in Hodge‘s theological method towards 

rationalism.  

 James McAllister in his dissertation mainly attributes Hodge‘s rationalistic tendencies 

to the Princetonian professor‘s failure to realize how dependent his ―biblical theology‖ was 

on Baconian inductivism and Scottish Realism.
356

 For McAllister, this blind spot is most 

evident in Hodge‘s epistemological assumptions, particularly where he failed to distinguish 

between knowledge of persons and knowledge of objects, thus conflating scientific 

knowledge with religious knowledge:  

―Nearly all the criticisms of Charles Hodge‘s theological system which I have so far 

made in this study . . . could be understood to center around his failure to distinguish 

between scientific knowledge and religious knowledge, between knowledge about 
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things and knowledge of persons, between what I shall designate as objective 

knowledge and personal knowledge.‖
357

  

 For McAllister, this distinction between objective knowledge and personal knowledge 

is central to what we take theological knowledge to be, especially since theological 

knowledge, as generally conceived by theists, is directly linked to revelation of a personal 

God. According to McAllister, the theologian is dependent on God‘s personal disclosure. 

Without God‘s disclosure of himself, the theologian is left to his own speculations and 

conjecture concerning who and what God is like. Thus, on McAllister‘s account, personal 

disclosure rather than propositions are the raw materials for theological reflection. This, in 

McAllister‘s estimation, raises serious questions about the Princetonian preoccupation with 

propositions. To attempt to capture God‘s revelatory encounters with the foreign categories 

of propositions significantly mars the character of these encounters. It substitutes the 

experience of personal encounter with God with the theologian‘s meager and inadequate 

attempts to formulate propositional accounts of one‘s experience. Thus in McAllister‘s view, 

one cannot simply substitute propositions for divine revelatory events: ―if revelation is 

possible only between persons and falls into the area of personal knowledge, then the content 

of revelation cannot be truths about God but God Himself.‖
358

   

This point of disagreement between Hodge and McAllister is underscored by Hodge‘s 

stated definition of ―revelation‖ as ―the supernatural objective presentation or communication 

of truth to the mind, by the Spirit of God.‖
359

  McAllister argues that Hodge‘s definition 

reveals a profound failure to appreciate the subjective qualities of a divine personal revelatory 
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encounter and consequently distorts the revelatory act by trying to objectify the subjective 

qualities intrinsic to that revelatory event.   

This construal of personal knowledge versus objective knowledge is significant not 

only in relation to one‘s conception of revelation and correspondingly the nature of 

theological knowledge, but also one‘s conception of ―faith.‖ According to McAllister, faith 

must be construed as primarily subjective rather than objective, and thus any propositional 

content relative to this personal encounter is of relatively minor importance to faith itself. 

McAllister judges that Hodge‘s objectivist conception of revelation inexorably sets one up to 

conceive of faith as a mental act/state directed towards objects rather than persons, and 

likewise imports an inappropriate focus on reason in the act of faith. This in McAllister‘s 

judgment fails to do justice to the personal nature of divine disclosure. 

 Given these conceptions of revelation and faith, McAllister concludes that Hodge‘s 

objectivist conception of faith and revelation decisively committed Hodge to rationalism. 

McAllister cites Hodge‘s own definition of rationalism as ―the system or theory which 

assigns undue authority to reason in matters of religion‖
360

 McAllister then observes that 

Hodge himself delineates three distinctive roles to reason: to apprehend cognitive truths, to 

judge the credibility of revelation, and to judge the evidential support for revelation to avoid 

irrationality.
361

 Given Hodge‘s own definition and affirmations, McAllister concludes that it 

is hard not to see Hodge as a rationalist, even by Hodge‘s own standard, especially given 

Hodge‘s inordinate interest in theological propositions and his expressed comparison between 

natural science and theology.
362
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 McAllister primarily attributes Hodge‘s rationalism to his failure to properly 

distinguish the epistemic nature of theology from that of the natural sciences. While the 

object-subject distinction has value in empirical studies involving the natural sciences, such a 

distinction fails when applied to theology due to its distinctive epistemic qualities, namely the 

personal dimension involved in revelation and faith. The consequence of Hodge‘s failure to 

appreciate personal knowledge as the appropriate context for doing theology had the adverse 

effect of turning God from the self-revealing subject to an object that can be cognitively 

subjugated and comprehended by human reason. Thus McAllister judges that Hodge‘s 

approach to theology with its preoccupation with objective knowledge is truly rationalistic 

and consequently deleterious to theology properly construed.
363

 

 One final line of criticism from the ―the rationalist objection‖ to be noted comes from 

John C. Vander Stelt‘s Philosophy and Scripture: A Study of Old Princeton and Westminister 

Theology. Vander Stelt, like McAllister, believes that the problems inherent to the Old 

Princeton theology are due to its inculcation of Scottish philosophy. Vander Stelt in particular 

focuses on what he sees as dualistic tendencies, especially in relation to human nature, that 

consequently leads to an intellectualist view of faith: 

This intellectualistic view of faith is one of the most outstanding features of the entire 

tradition of Old Princeton and Westminster theology. Given the particular philosophy 

implied in the Princeton view of man, this intellectualist trait has to be indigenous to 

Presbyterian thought. In fact, it is so much an integral part of this movement that the 

difference between reason and faith is believed to consist of only a difference of 

degree. At a certain point, namely, when the rational evidence is simply 

overwhelming, rational conviction (knowledge) turns or moves into rational 

confidence (trust).
364
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Vander Stelt traces this intellectualistic approach to faith to the Scottish philosophy that was 

readily embraced by the Princetonians, including Hodge, though such a philosophy was at 

odds with the traditional anthropology of Reformed theology.
365

  Vander Stelt describes the 

resulting anthropology of the Princetonians:    

 Man reflects God‘s image particularly with his intellectual faculty. The voice of 

 Reason itself is not affected by sin. This Reason contains the common and practical 

 intuitive principles of universal rationality. It is endowed with true and reliable 

 knowledge about the existence and essence of God, the world, and man himself. 

 Reason has continued  fully intact and able to judge what to believe and what not to 

 believe. Man‘s mind is filled with ―laws of belief‖ that have been fashioned by God 

 Himself. The human mind, therefore, is constitutionally capable of establishing, by 

 means of careful observation and inductive investigation of the world of nature and of 

 the realm of miracles, both the antecedent probability and the necessity of 

 revelation.
366

 

In Vander Stelt‘s analysis, the rationalist tendencies inherent to this anthropology and 

associated theological method can be boiled down to two critical theological elements: a 

dualistic ontology and dichotomous anthropology: 

 In short, the essence of truth as viewed by this theological tradition can be understood 

 properly only against the background of the theory of the natural and supernatural as 

 constituting two realms and sources of truth, and within the context of a dichotomistic 

 view of man, whose being is constituted of a natural and a rational substance. The 

 meaning of truth has hereby been epistemologically reduced to the problems of the 

 possibility of a rationally reliable and apologetically certain subjective cognition.
367
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 To sum up the ―rationalist objection‖: the presence of rationalism in Hodge‘s theology 

is primarily attributed to his confidence in reason, specifically in inductive reason, to uncover 

theological truths. Such confidence in man‘s rational abilities is associated in large part to the 

anthropocentric influence of Scottish Realism.
368

  Moreover, these critics contend that Hodge 

(and his successors in the Princeton theology) failed to realize that intrinsic to the Scottish 

philosophy is an approach to knowledge and reason that minimizes sin‘s deleterious effects 

on human cognition. They specifically point to the epistemology of Thomas Reid, one of the 

most prolific thinkers in the Scottish Realist tradition, who grounds knowledge and 

rationality in the human constitution and characterizes ―common sense‖ as those beliefs 

which are said to be both universal and necessary.
369

 

Such presumptive epistemic confidence is viewed by proponents of the ―rationalist 

objection‖ as indicative of a profound departure from the traditional Reformed perspective of 

―total depravity.‖
370

  Additionally, many Reformed critics of Hodge believe that his view of 

faith is at odds with an Augustinian perspective of ―faith seeking understanding‖ and leaves 

                                                           
368

 Some have argued that Protestant Scholasticism was another, or even the primary, source for Hodge’s 
rationalism based on the use of Francis Turretin’s Institutes of Elenctic Theology as the standard theology text 
at Princeton; see  for example Danhof, 175. The extent and specific influences of such Protestant Scholasticism 
is subject to much debate that takes us beyond the focus of our analysis, but as Charles Jones III notes in his 
dissertation, Hodge’s inductivism is in stark contrast to the deductive approach of the Scholastic method 
making Protestant Scholasticism an unlikely primary influence in Hodge’s methodology and use of reason, see 
Jones, “Charles Hodge, the Keeper of Orthodoxy,” 49-51.  

369
 Thomas Reid offers this explanation of “common sense” beliefs: “If there are certain principles, as I think 

there are, which the constitution of our nature leads us to believe, and which we are under a necessity to take 
for granted in the common concerns of life, without being able to give a reason for them-these are what we 
call the principles of common sense; and what is manifestly contrary to them, is what we call absurd.” (Thomas 
Reid, An Inquiry into the Mind, Chap. 2 sect. 6., Eds. Beanblossom & Lehrer (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing, 
1983) 20).Compare this with Hodge’s own description of “the laws of belief”: “He must assume the validity of 
those laws of belief which God has impressed upon our nature.” Later, Hodge notes the necessity of such 
beliefs: “. . . there are truths which cannot be denied without doing violence to the laws of our nature. In such 
cases the denial is forced, and can only be temporary.” (Hodge, Systematic Theology, 1:10, 198) 

370
 Even the Scottish Presbyterian John Witherspoon, who brought Scottish Realism to Princeton and 

consequently America, criticized the Scottish “Moderates,” who were the primary proponents of Scottish 
Realism in Scotland, for their diminution of sin, see George Marsden, The Soul of the American University, 62-
63. Vander Stelt in his description of the Scottish Philosophy contends that like Hodge, Witherspoon was 
inconsistent with his theological commitment to Reformed theology in this regard; see Vander Stelt, 65-75. 
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little room for the traditional Reformed affirmation of the ―testimony of the Spirit.‖ 

Consequently, many have viewed the Princetonian incorporation of Scottish Enlightenment 

ideals and epistemology as a serious compromise of Reformation principles and beliefs. 

EXAMINING HODGE‟S UNDERSTANDING OF FAITH AND REASON 

In light of the ―the rationalist objection,‖ we shall now examine Hodge‘s own 

statements concerning his view of reason in relation to faith and consequently his theological 

method.
371

 Charles Hodge begins his Systematic Theology with a chapter on method. It is of 

no small significance that Hodge introduces his methodology with a section titled: ―Theology 

a Science.‖ This is taken by many as indicative of Hodge‘s favorable comparison between 

theology and ―science,‖ a seemingly modernist trait: ―The Bible is to the theologian what 

nature is to the man of science. It is his store-house of facts; and his method of ascertaining 

what the Bible teaches, is the same as that which the natural philosopher adopts to ascertain 

what nature teaches.‖
372

 This widely cited quotation has served as a focal point for criticism 

of Hodge‘s theological method, especially since it shows an apparent reliance on Baconian 

inductivism and Enlightenment ideals.
373

   

Hodge begins his explication of theological method with the modest claim that 

science by definition is more than just knowing ―facts.‖ What is interesting is that in making 

this claim Hodge references not only the ―facts‖ of astronomy and chemistry, but also 

                                                           
371

 For purposes of convenience to the reader I shall draw primarily from Hodge’s Systematic Theology which is 
widely accessible and also a mature expression of Hodge’s theology. The views represented here of Hodge are 
fairly consistent throughout all his writings. 

372
 Hodge, Systematic Theology, 1:10.  As can be seen in the description of Danhof, the use of the term 

“science” in reference to theology is not necessarily indicative of equating theology with the natural sciences. 
But beyond the use of the term “science,” it is clear that Hodge is making a favorable comparison with the 
natural sciences. 

373
 This point is further enhanced when considering the historical context in which Hodge writes. It is widely 

acknowledged that in Hodge’s day, there was a prolific expansion of knowledge of the natural sciences, and 
correspondingly growing confidence in the natural sciences as a reliable means of knowledge and truth. This 
was and continues to be attributed to the perceived success of Baconian inductivism as a powerful 
methodological tool. Hodge’s view of science and its epistemological implications will be examined in the next 
chapter. 
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―history.‖
374

 This suggests that Hodge‘s use of the term ―science‖ is to be taken in a more 

generic sense than the contemporary usage which typically restricts the use of the word 

―science‖ to empirical studies of the physical world.
375

 

A further important detail involved in Hodge‘s comparative and descriptive analysis 

of ―science‖ in relation to theology concerns Hodge‘s emphasis on the significant role played 

by internal relations between various facts. This detail when taken in conjunction with 

Hodge‘s stated recognition that every human has a natural disposition to systematize, may 

suggest why Hodge draws a parallel between theology and science, namely, that both 

theology and science as intellectual enterprises demonstrate the cognitive need for properly 

arranging and organizing what one takes to be ―facts.‖ Science, by no means unique, served 

as an excellent example for Hodge because of the beneficial role played by induction for the 

advancement of scientific knowledge.
376

 Thus, Hodge‘s favorable comparison between the 

natural sciences and theology is thoroughly grounded in his preference for the inductive 

method as the most reliable means to organize one‘s factual beliefs and to minimize 

speculation; moreover, he views this method as applicable to any and all areas of knowledge, 

including theology.
377

  

Now I suspect that for many of Hodge‘s critics, his use of induction is not the primary 

problem here, but rather his failure to recognize theology‘s distinct epistemic qualities in 

comparison with the natural sciences.
378

 But Hodge does seem to acknowledge that there are 
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 Hodge, Systematic Theology, 1:1. 

375
 For more historical background on the generic use of “science” as a synonym for knowledge, consult G. R. 

Evans,  A. E. McGrath, and A. D. Galloway, P. Avis, The Science of Theology, The History of Christian Theology, 
ed. Paul Avis, vol. 1 (Grand Rapids:  Wm. B. Eerdmans  Publishing  Co., 1986). 

376
 Hodge, Systematic Theology, 1:1-3.  

377
 Hodge, Systematic Theology, 1:14-15. Hodge’s strong aversion to theoretical conjecture is made most 

explicit in his censure of German Idealism and its influence on theology as we noted in the previous chapter. 

378
 For example, see McAllister, 308ff. 
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relevant epistemological differences in how induction is applied to a specific intellectual 

domain, he explicitly affirms that: ―Every science has its own method, determined by its 

peculiar nature.‖
379

 Hodge even states this as being ―a matter of much importance,‖ but offers 

little explicit details in terms of describing the specific methodological differences between 

theology and the other sciences.  

This principled preference for inductivism requires some further explanation. As 

previously noted, according to Hodge, there are two basic general methodologies that one can 

use to systematize one‘s ―science,‖ irrespective of the topic: a priori and a posteriori. 

Hodge‘s aversion to the a priori method, which he labels as ―the speculative method,‖ is 

evinced by his negative appraisal of the theologies that he sees as originating from that 

method, namely, deism, rationalism, transcendentalism, and mysticism.
380

  He specifically 

rejects a priori reasoning on the grounds that such reasoning by its very methodological 

nature invites speculation. This, in his judgment, is why such a variety of flawed theologies 

have resulted.
381

 It is this preference for the a posteriori over the a priori where Hodge‘s 
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 Hodge, Systematic Theology, 1:3. We will examine Marsden’s claim that Hodge’s favorable references to 
the natural sciences as  paradigmatic for knowledge is indicative of Hodge’s modernist tendencies in the next 
chapter. 

380
 Hodge, Systematic Theology, 1:4-9. Why Hodge views “the mystical method” as subject to the speculative 

approach is not explicitly stated. One likely reason is his clear disapproval of mysticism’s reliance on “feelings” 
over and above revealed Scripture. Some have criticized Hodge’s emphasis on the objective over the subjective 
which will receive further attention below. What is more evident is that Hodge’s attraction to inductivism is to 
avoid  both rationalism and mysticism as noted by Charles Jones III: “Hodge had carefully outlined two 
opposing methods which encompassed different extremes over against his inductive approach. On the one 
extreme, the speculative method elevated reason over revelation. On the other extreme, the mystical method 
elevated personal experience over revelation. In both cases, Hodge criticized the way each discounted the role 
of Scripture as the ‘store-house of facts’. It might be argued that Hodge had once again taken a mediating role, 
by formulating a middle way. His inductive method took popular philosophical presuppositions and fashioned 
them into an acceptable alternative” (“Charles Hodge, the Keeper of Orthodoxy,” 78).  

381
 Hodge, Systematic Theology, 1:4. Of the several unfavorable theologies Hodge delineates as indebted to the 

a priori method, one is of particular interest: “This was also to a greater degree or less degree the method of 
the schoolmen, and finds an illustration even in the ‘Cur Deus Homo’ of Anselm, the father of scholastic 
theology.  . . . This method is still in vogue. Men lay down certain principles, called axioms, or first truths of 
reason, and from them deduce the doctrines of religion by a course of argument as rigid and remorseless as 
that of Euclid. This is sometimes done to the entire overthrow of the doctrines of the Bible . . . To this method 
the somewhat ambiguous term Dogmatism has been applied, because it attempts to reconcile the doctrines of 
Scripture with reason, and to rest their authority on rational evidence. The result of this method has always 
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implicit epistemology bears strong similarities to the philosophical influences of Bacon and 

Reid.
382

 Consequently, it is specifically inductivism that informs Hodge‘s comparison 

between the natural sciences and the Bible using the imagery of a ―store-house of facts‖:   

The true method of theology is, therefore, the inductive, which assumes that the Bible 

contains all the facts or truths which form the contents of theology, just as the facts of 

nature are the contents of the natural sciences. It is also assumed that the relation of 

these Biblical facts to each other, the principles involved in them, the laws which 

determine them, are in the facts themselves, and are to be deduced from them, just as 

the laws of nature are deduced from the facts of nature. In neither case are the 

principles derived from the mind and imposed upon the facts, but equally in both 

departments, the principles or laws are deduced from the facts and recognized by the 

mind.
383

 

An important consideration regarding Hodge‘s preference for inductivism is the role 

played by what he calls ―laws of beliefs,‖ presumed beliefs grounded in human nature that 

shape how the theologian organizes and systematize his ―facts.‖ Hodge states that among 

these ―laws‖  

 are included some which have no direct application to the natural sciences. Such, for 

example, as the essential distinction between right and wrong; that nothing contrary to 

virtue can be enjoined by God; that it cannot be right to do evil that good may come; 

that sin deserves punishment, and other similar first truths, which God has implanted 

in the constitution of all moral beings, and which no objective revelation can possibly 

contradict.
384

 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
been to transmute, as far as it succeeded, faith into knowledge, and to attain this end the teachings of the 
Bible have been indefinitely modified. Men are expected to believe, not on the authority of God, but on that of 
reason.” (1:5) I have quoted Hodge here at length because I think his stated rejection of “Scholasticism” and 
other forms of “Dogmatism” are quite revealing about his own attitudes concerning the proper relation 
between reason and biblical revelation. This certainly calls into question un-nuanced accusations of Hodge 
being a scholastic and therefore a rationalist. 

382
 Bacon and Reid, like Hodge, favor the inductive method because of their aversion to conjecture. See Francis 

Bacon, Novum Organum lxiii [1620] in The English Philosophers from Bacon to Mill, 45-46. Reid explicitly 
credits Bacon as the one who “first delineated the strict and severe method of induction; since his time, it has 
been applied with very happy success in some parts of natural philosophy-and hardly in anything else.” (Inquiry 
Into the Human Mind, chap. 7, conclusion, 202).  

383
 Hodge, Systematic Theology, 1:17. In this summation of his method and use of induction, the last sentence 

would appear to be an implicit rejection of Kant’s epistemology, specifically that subjective mental categories 
are imposed upon one’s sense perceptions. The significance of this subtle point will addressed below.  

384
 Hodge, Systematic Theology, 1:10.   
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Hodge continues in his description of these ―first principles‖ to note that such principles 

cannot be ―arbitrarily assumed‖ and then used to determine ―Christian doctrines‖ but rather 

that such ―first principles‖ are to be identified by their possession of two qualities: 

universality and necessity. Clearly Hodge‘s reliance on self-evident ―first principles‖ and 

their being grounded in human nature bears strong similarities and is likely indicative of the 

influence of Scottish Realism. It is also noteworthy that Hodge views these moral ―laws of 

belief‖ as having ―no direct application to the natural sciences,‖ further indication that Hodge  

does not merely equate scientific and theological methodological use of induction. 

 It is especially important to observe that Hodge‘s ―laws of belief‖ are primarily moral 

in nature. This highlights the profound appreciation of the relation between morality and 

knowledge in Hodge‘s epistemology: 

Nothing can be more repugnant to the philosophy of the Bible than the dissociation of 

moral character from knowledge; and nothing can be more at variance with our own 

consciousness. We know that every affection in a rational creature includes an 

exercise of the cognitive faculties; and every exercise of our cognitive faculties, in 

relation to moral and religious subjects, includes the exercise of our moral nature.
385

 

Hodge‘s theological justification for grounding such ―first principles‖ in the human 

constitution is Hodge‘s view of the ―image of God‖ which is construed as being both cognitio 

veritatis and amor virtutis - a view he attributes to Augustine.
386

  While Hodge does not 

explicate in any detail the relations between these ―first principles‖ and the ―image,‖ it is 

implied throughout his Systematic Theology that his view is grounded in and consistent with 

an Augustinian anthropology.  In viewing the ―image of God‖ as being both rational and 

moral challenges the contentions of many of Hodge‘s critics that the Princetonian 
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 Hodge, Systematic Theology, 2:256.  

386
 Hodge, Systematic Theology, 2:96-99. 
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anthropology was primarily the consequence of adopting Scottish Realism to the exclusion of 

Reformed theology.
387

  

 This explicit affirmation by Hodge of the correlation between morality and 

knowledge has received significant attention from theologian Paul Helseth who has examined 

in detail the notion of ―right reason‖ as found in the works of the Princetonians. Helseth 

explains that critical to understanding Hodge and the other Princetonians‘ view of the relation 

between the intellect and morality is their conception of the soul as a unified whole rather 

than a set of faculties: 

 If Hodge‘s emphasis upon the unitary operation of the soul suggests that cognition is 

 an activity involving both the intellect and the will, it also suggests that it is a moral 

 rather  than a merely rational enterprise. It also suggests, in other words, that the 

 extent to which truth is apprehended by the mind and then followed in life is 

 ultimately determined not by the rational power of the intellect alone, but rather by 

 the moral character of the knowing agent. That this is the case, and that Hodge 

 ―combined both intellectual apprehension and moral response in the notion of 

 knowledge,‖ is clearly revealed in his endorsement of the classical Reformed 

 distinction between a merely ―speculative‖ and a ―spiritual‖ understanding of the 

 gospel, the distinction that grounds his insistence that the teaching of the Spirit is 

 necessary ―in order to the right understanding of the Scriptures.‖
388

 

 

Helseth then notes the epistemological and theological implications: 

 While Hodge was convinced that the unregenerate can entertain ―correct intellectual 

 convictions‖ about the truth of Scripture because they can apprehend that truth in a 

 ―speculative‖ or merely rational sense, he nonetheless insisted that they cannot ―come 

 to knowledge of the truth‖ because they ―cannot know the things of the Spirit.‖ They 

 can neither discern the beauty nor taste the sweetness of the truth that they can 

 rationally perceive, in other words, because a moral defect ―in the organ of vision‖ 

 prevents a ―true‖ or ―right‖ apprehension of the truth that is presented to their 

 consciousness.
389

  

                                                           
387

 See Hodge, Systematic Theology, 2:98 where Hodge states: “The Reformed theologians take the middle 
ground between the extremes of making the image of God to consist exclusively in man’s rational nature, or 
exclusively in his moral conformity to his Maker. They distinctly include both.” Hodge goes on to quote Calvin’s 
Institutes I,xv, 4 as representative and supportive of this claim. 

388
 Helseth, “Right Reason” and the Princeton Mind, 154.  

389
 Helseth, “Right Reason” and the Princeton Mind, 154-155. 
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Our description of Hodge‘s positive appraisal of induction that included ―laws of 

belief‖ operating in conjunction with the affirmation of ―right reason‖ provides the necessary 

framework for assessing Hodge‘s conception of the function of reason in relation to faith. As 

previously noted, Hodge delineates the role played by reason as three-fold: first, that reason is 

a necessary precondition in order to receive revelation; second, that reason must judge the 

credibility of revelation claims; and third, reason must judge the evidentiary support of a 

revelation claim.
390

 It is easy to see how one can take these points and judge them as 

indicative of Hodge‘s rationalism, but such a judgment would be premature and incomplete. 

It is especially important to observe Hodge‘s rationale for making reason ―the judicium 

contradictionis‖ in evaluating revelation is not based on confidence in the human capacity to 

reason, but rather is grounded in divine assurances that God has provided humanity the 

necessary epistemic means to discern and know truth, especially theological truths: ―The 

ultimate ground for faith and knowledge is confidence in God. We can neither believe nor 

know anything unless we confide in those laws of belief which God has implanted in our 

nature.‖ 
391

  

So rather than viewing the relation between human reason and faith as antagonistic, 

Hodge contends that both faith and reason are interdependent and mutual partners necessary 

for a proper response to God and his revelation. For Hodge, the proper employment of reason 

is necessary in order to avoid the pitfalls of both superstition and rationalism:  

Christians, therefore, concede to reason all the prerogatives it can rightfully claim. 

 God requires nothing irrational of his rational creatures. He does not require faith 

 without knowledge, or faith in the impossible, or faith without evidence. Christianity 

 is equally opposed to superstition and Rationalism. The one is faith without 
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 Hodge, Systematic Theology, 1:49-55. 

391
 Hodge, Systematic Theology, 1:52. Hodge’s reference to the “laws of belief” being “implanted in our 

nature” is consistent with Scottish Realism. The question is: does Hodge affirm these “laws of beliefs” because 
of Scottish Realism or does he utilize Scottish Realism because it is consistent with his prior theological 
convictions concerning the noetic abilities of man. Hodge’s critics seem to favor the former, but from our 
description, the latter seems more accurate. 
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 appropriate evidence,  the other refuses to believe what it does not understand, in 

 despite of evidence which should command belief. The Christian, conscious of his 

 imbecility as a creature, and his ignorance and blindness as a sinner, places himself 

 before God, in a posture of a child, and receives as true everything which a God of 

 infinite intelligence and goodness declares to be worthy of confidence. And in thus 

 submitting to be taught, he acts on the highest principles of reason.
392

  

 

Hodge cautions the readers of his Systematic Theology that reason must be used 

judiciously and with the recognition of our ―great liability to error.‖
393

 This propensity to 

cognitive error underscores for Hodge the need for Scripture to stand authoritatively over and 

above our cognitively derived conclusions and their philosophical presuppositions: ―It is 

plain that complete havoc must be made of the whole system of revealed truth, unless we 

consent to derive our philosophy from the Bible, instead of explaining the Bible by our 

philosophy.‖
394

 This tempered perspective on reason‘s role in relation to divine revelation 

exhibits a more nuanced and complicated picture of Hodge‘s utilization of Scottish Realism 

than is often recognized, especially by his critics. 
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Hodge, Systematic Theology, 1:55. 

393
 Hodge, Systematic Theology, 1:11. Hodge intimates in his discussion, particularly in his comparisons 

between a priori and a posteriori reasoning, that this is the epistemological advantage of using induction. His 
articulation of induction (Systematic Theology, 1:11-15) stresses the importance of a honest, careful, and 
comprehensive compilation of particular facts. He notes: “An imperfect induction of facts led men for ages to 
believe that the sun moved round the earth, and that the earth was an extended plain. In theology a partial 
induction of particulars has led to like serious errors” (1:11-12). 

394
 Hodge, Systematic Theology, 1:54.Hodge later explicates the relation between cognitive “first principles” 

and Scripture: “This is perfectly consistent, on the one hand, with the admission of intuitive truths, both 
intellectual and moral, due to our constitution as rational and moral beings; and on the other hand, with the 
controlling power over our beliefs exercised by the inward teachings of the Spirit, or, in other words, by our 
religious experience. And that for two reasons: First, All truth must be consistent. God cannot contradict 
himself. He cannot force us by the constitution of the nature which He has given us to believe one thing, and in 
his Word command us to believe the opposite. And, second, All truth taught by the constitution of our nature 
or by religious experience, are recognized and authenticated in the Scriptures. This is a safeguard and a limit.”  
Hodge then goes on to explain his qualifications concerning intuitive beliefs: “We cannot assume this or that 
principle to be intuitively true, or this or that conclusion to be demonstrably certain, and make them a 
standard to which the Bible must conform. What is self-evidently true, must be proved to be so, and is always 
recognized in the Bible as true. Whole systems of theologies are founded upon intuitions, so called, and if 
every man is at liberty to exalt his own intuitions, as men are accustomed to call their convictions, we should 
have as many theologies in the world as there are thinkers. The same remark is applicable to religious 
experiences.” (1:15) This explication significantly qualifies Hodge’s confidence in the use of rational and moral 
first principles and further subordinates them to divine revelation. 
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RESPONSE TO “TOTAL DEPRAVITY” CRITICISM 

This appeal to reason encourages the prominent criticism of  Hodge that his 

epistemology minimizes, even ignores, the traditional Reformed doctrine of the noetic effects 

of sin. Contrary to some complaints by his critics, Hodge explicitly affirms not only human 

fallibility, but also human sinfulness as extending to our cognitive abilities, thus reaffirming 

the classic Reformed view of ―total depravity‖: ― it is evident that the whole man is the 

subject of original sin; that our cognitive, as well as our emotional nature is involved in the 

depravity consequent on our apostasy from God; that in knowing as well as in loving or in 

willing, we are under the influence and dominion of sin.‖
395

 Such commitment to ―total 

depravity‖ is a direct consequence of Hodge‘s belief that human persons are holistic in 

nature:  

The theory that the affections (or, the heart in the limited sense of that word), to the 

 exclusion of the rational faculties, are alone affected by original sin, is unscriptural, 

 and the opposite doctrine which makes the whole soul the subject of inherent 

 corruption, is the doctrine of the Bible. . . . The whole immaterial principle is in the 

 Bible designated as the soul, the spirit, the mind, the heart. And therefore when it 

 speaks of the heart, it  means the man, the self, that in which personal individuality 

 resides. If the heart be corrupt the whole soul in all its powers is corrupt.
396
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 Hodge, Systematic Theology, 2:256. 

396
 Hodge, Systematic Theology, 2:255. While it is explicitly affirmed by Hodge that he views human persons as 

being both a material body and immaterial soul (see Hodge, Systematic Theology, 2:42-47);  this hardly seems 
unique to Hodge.  Substance dualism, the affirmation that human persons consist of both physical bodies and 
immaterial souls has a long history in Augustinian-Reformed thought. For example, William G.T. Shedd, a 
contemporary of Hodge who is not viewed as a proponent of the Scottish Philosophy, and who in fact is at 
odds with Hodge on several theological issues including “federalism” versus “realism,” likewise affirms 
humanity as being both body and soul; see Dogmatic Theology, (3

rd
 ed. Ed. Alan W. Gomes, *Charles Scribner’s 

Sons, 1888; reprint, Phillipsburg: Presbyterian and Reformed Publishing, 2003], 429-430.) In Hodge’s 
articulation of substance dualism, he clearly grounds his views in what he takes to be explicit biblical 
affirmations of such dualism and sees such commitments as upheld by the long-standing tradition of the 
Church. As James Dahl observes, Vander Stelt’s complaint of “dualism” and “dichotomistic”: “seems to have 
been made more from the basis of the author’s *Vander Stelt+ own philosophical presuppositions, and less 
from an analysis of Hodge’s own theology” (Dahl, 227). A further problem for Vander Stelt’s claim of dualism is 
that  Herman Bavinck, who Vander Stelt cites favorably as an alternative to Hodge (see p. 317, fn.33),  would 
likewise appear to be guilty of holding to “dualism,” see Bavinck, (Our Reasonable Faith,  trans. Henry Zylstra 
[Grand Rapids: W.B. Eerdmans Pub., 1956], 196-213). Vander Stelt’s preoccupation with dualism has not gone 
unnoticed, for example John Bolt, who edited a translation of Bavinck’s Reformed Dogmatics titled In The 
Beginning, observes in his introduction:“Bavinck’s strong emphasis on this world as the theater of God’s glory 
and thus on the importance of Christian cultural activity does not lead to the dualophobia of some later Neo-
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Hodge‘s reference to ―the whole soul‖ seems difficult to square with his critics contentions 

that Hodge‘s anthropology was ―dichotomistic.‖ In fact, as Steven Martin notes in his 

analysis, Hodge‘s commitment to a holistic understanding of sin‘s negative effects on 

humanity marks a point of distinction between Hodge and Scottish Realism: 

 It was noted that certain elements of Hodge‘s anthropology coincided with those of 

 Scottish Common Sense Realism in attributing to man‘s nature certain constituent 

 elements, despite the Fall. Both Hodge and the Scottish philosophy agreed that man 

 had ―by nature‖ (i.e. given at birth by God) certain innate truths which were prior to 

 learning; subject-object distinction, causality, elementary logic, mind-body dualism, 

 personal consciousness, etc. However, the Scottish philosophy with its Pelagian or 

 semi-Pelagian  anthropology begins to build a natural theology toward God at this 

 point. Because Hodge‘s anthropology was first rooted in Pauline and Augustinian 

 theology, Hodge is not so optimistic about natural theology. Hodge believed that man 

 could not build toward God because man is fallen and averse to God; man is wholly 

 unable and unwilling to come to God in Christ. Scottish philosophy posited that 

 responsibility determined ability. . . . Hodge‘s Reformed presuppositions and 

 conclusions would not let him accept such a  position.
397

 

 RESPONSE TO FAITH CRITICISM 

This, then, leads us to consider Hodge‘s conception of faith, especially given 

McAllister‘s claim that Hodge held to an ―intellectualist‖ view of faith. Space and time 

preclude a detailed exposition of Hodge‘s understanding of faith which is explicated in 

substantial detail in a chapter of his Systematic Theology. But sufficient for our purpose is to 

note Hodge‘s own affirmation that ―faith‖ is a function of ―testimony‖: 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
Calvinists who stoutly resist all “dualisms” (such as body/soul) in fear that they diminish and devalue the 
creational and material in favor of the spiritual. Bavinck insists on a clear distinction between the spiritual and 
material world though he also insists that they must never be separated in Christian thought.” ( See “Editor’s 
Introduction”  in In The Beginning: Foundations of Creation Theology [Grand Rapids: Baker Bookhouse, 1999], 
18) So if Hodge is guilty of “dualism” because he holds that man consists of body and soul, Hodge is certainly in 
good company in the Reformed tradition! 
 
397

Steven L.  Martin, “The Doctrines of Man, Reason and the Holy Spirit in the Epistemology of Charles Hodge,” 
(M.A. Thesis, Trinity Evangelical Divinity School, 1984), 226-227.  While I concur with Martin’s conclusion 
concerning Hodge’s rejection of Reid and Scottish Realism’s posit that “responsibility determined ability” (see 
especially Hodge’s lengthy and detailed critique in Systematic Theology, 2:278-309 in which Reid is mentioned 
explicitly, and negatively), his characterization of ‘common sense beliefs’ as “innate” lacks sufficient nuance as 
described in our analysis of Reid and Hodge’s appropriation of Reid. 
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But in the strict and special sense of the word, as discriminated from knowledge or 

opinion, faith means the belief of things not seen, on the ground of testimony. By 

testimony, however, is not meant merely the affirmation of an intelligent witness. . . . 

And therefore, whatever pledges that authority, is as truly of the nature of testimony, 

as an affirmation. When, therefore, it is said that faith is founded on testimony, it is 

meant that it is not founded on sense, reason, or feeling, but on the authority of him by 

whom it is authenticated.
398

 

 

Hodge goes on to assert that faith in divine testimony cannot ―rest on philosophical grounds‖ 

explicitly rejecting ―rationalism‖:  

This is a point of great practical importance. If faith, or our persuasion of the truths 

 of the Bible, rest on philosophical grounds, then the door is opened for rationalism; 

 if it rests on feeling, then it is open to mysticism. The only sure, and the only 

 satisfying foundation is the testimony of God, who cannot err, and who will not 

 deceive.
399

 

 

Therefore, Hodge‘s construal of faith and reason is best understood in recognition of Hodge‘s 

belief that faith played a broad and diverse role in all of our epistemic endeavors, not just in 

specific regard to religious belief. Depending on the intellectual domain under consideration, 

the relationship between reason and faith will vary. This distinguishing of differing kinds of 

faith is critical to properly understanding Hodge‘s view of faith: 
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 Hodge, Systematic Theology, 3:63.  
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 Hodge, Systematic Theology, 3:67. This reference to the “testimony of God” is directly linked by Hodge to 

the Augustinian and the Reformed tradition: “The distinguishing feature of Augustinianism as taught by 
Augustine himself, and by the purer theologians of the Latin Church throughout the Middle Ages, which was 
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Bible harmonize with the speculative reason, but to subject our feeble reason to the mind of God as revealed 
in his Word, and by his Spirit in our inner life.” (Hodge, Systematic Theology, 1:16) Hodge’s reference to the 
“inner life” counters the common characterization of Hodge as obsessed with objectivity to the neglect of the 
subjective aspects of faith.  W. Andrew Hoffecker Jr. in his dissertation “The Relation Between the Objective 
and Subjective Elements in Christian Religious Experience” examines this aspect of Hodge in great detail and 
concludes: “The term ‘Christianity’ has some objective content to which assent can be given. However, and not 
just as an addendum but as a way of putting the capstone on the meaning of the term, ‘Christianity’ has a 
subjective aspect as well which renders assent utterly without significance unless it is included. Faith without 
feelings is as empty and ineffectual as it is without assent. While it may be possible to interpret Hodge’s 
definition of faith as much too intellectual and scholastic, and Hodge’s assertion that faith also contains the 
emotional element as merely an empty gesture, I will suggest that the element of feeling on which Hodge 
continually insists is not an empty echo following the loud defense of intellectual assent but is in reality the 
crowning element that makes faith what it is and sets it apart from the speculative opinions of the 
philosophers. Just as faith without assent is only one’s subjective imagination, so faith without feelings is dead 
orthodoxy” (198). 
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 In other words, the state of mind which the word designates [faith] is very different 

 from one case from what it is in others. This difference arises partly from the nature 

 of its objects, and partly from the nature or form of the testimony on which it is 

 founded. Faith in a historical fact or speculative truth is one thing . . .  faith in moral 

 truth another thing; faith in spiritual truth, and especially faith in the promise of 

 salvation made to ourselves another thing. . . . Again, the testimony which God bears 

 to the truth is of different kinds.
400

 

In the case of one‘s redeeming faith in Christ, reliance on divine testimony is critical and 

sufficient to the dynamic of faith: ―That faith which secures eternal life; which unites us to 

Christ . . . which works by love, and is fruitful in good works; is founded, not on the external 

or the moral evidence of the truth, but on the testimony of the Spirit with and by the truth to 

the renewed soul.‖
401

 

 This highlights a critical presupposition: one‘s conception of faith is directly linked 

with one‘s conception of divine revelation. For example, it is no small point that McAllister 

who strongly criticizes Hodge‘s view of faith and related to that Hodge‘s conception of 

theological knowledge, holds to a view of revelation that is almost exclusively personal in 

nature, a view that McAllister himself concedes was not one widely held until the 19
th

 and 

20
th

 century.
402

  Such a concession certainly raises questions about McAllister‘s contention 

that Hodge‘s conception of faith and theological knowledge is a direct consequence of the 

influence of Enlightenment rationalism. If it is conceded that Hodge‘s view of revelation as 
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402
 McAllister, 323. 



159 
 

including propositional content is generally representative of the Reformed tradition prior to 

the Enlightenment, then it seems hard to make the historical connection between Hodge‘s 

view of faith as incorporating propositions and Enlightenment epistemology. Furthermore, if 

there are good reasons to reject McAllister‘s characterization of personal versus propositional 

knowledge being mutually exclusive; then much of McAllister‘s critique of Hodge seems to 

falter.
403

 

  Whether one agrees with Hodge‘s account of revelation or not, this tempered 

perspective on reason‘s role in relation to faith exhibits a more nuanced and complicated 

picture of Hodge‘s utilization of Scottish Realism than is often recognized, especially by his 

critics. Hodge‘s positive, but constrained, estimation of reason is nuanced by his theological 

convictions resulting in a qualified confidence in man‘s rational abilities as evinced by this 

quotation:  

The ultimate ground of faith and knowledge is confidence in God. We can neither 

believe nor know anything unless we confide in those laws of belief which God has 

implanted in our nature. If we can be required to believe what contradicts those laws, 

then the foundations are broken up. All distinction between truth and falsehood, 

between right and wrong would disappear. All our ideas of God and virtue would be 

confounded, and we should become the victims of every adroit deceiver, or minister 

of Satan, who, by lying wonders, should call upon us to believe a lie. We are to try the 

spirits. But how can we try them without a standard? and what other standard can 

there be, excepts the laws of our nature and the authenticated revelations of God.
404
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 CONCLUSION: IS HODGE A RATIONALIST? 

 So is Hodge a rationalist?  This would depend on how you define rationalism. If by 

rationalism, you mean that Hodge‘s confidence in our human cognitive powers gives reason 

epistemic priority in the acquisition of theological beliefs that lacks any constraint, I think the 

answer has been shown to be ―no,‖ given Hodge‘s own statements and explanations.
405

 This 

can be seen, for example, in Hodge‘s criticism of the rationalist tendencies of both the 

Scholastics and the German Idealists:  

It [dogmatic rationalism] assumes a competency of reason to judge of things entirely 

beyond its sphere. God has so constituted our nature,  that we are authorized and 

necessitated to confide in the well-authenticated testimony of our senses, within their 

appropriate sphere. And in like manner, we are constrained to confide in the operation 

of our minds and in the conclusions to which they lead, within the sphere which God 

has assigned to human reason. But the senses cannot sit in judgment on rational truths. 

We cannot study logic with the microscope or scalpel. It is no less irrational to depend 

upon reason, or demand rational or philosophical demonstrations for truths which 

become the objects of knowledge only as they are revealed. From the nature of the 

case the truths concerning the creation, the probation, and apostasy of man, the 

purpose and plan of redemption the person of Christ, the state of the soul in the future 

world, the relation of God to his creatures, etc., not depending on general principles of 

reason, but in great measure on the purposes of an intelligent, personal Being, can be 

known only so far as He chooses to reveal them, and must be received simply on his 

authority.
406

 

But if by rationalism, you mean that Hodge has a positive view of reason in its role in belief 

in general and religious-theological knowledge in particular, then yes. But this perspective is 

hardly unique to Hodge. Nor can such confidence be attributed solely to Scottish Realism or 

to Enlightenment philosophy. The assertion that confidence in the powers of reason is a 
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consequence and therefore emblematic of the Enlightenment is a generalization that neglects 

the long history of a positive, but constrained view of reason in the Christian tradition, 

including those identified with Reformed theology; as just one of many examples, note 

Augustine, the patron saint of Reformed theology, who offers this explanation of the 

difference between authority and reason: 

 There are two different methods, authority and reason. Authority demands belief and 

 prepares man for reason. Reason leads to understanding and knowledge. But reason is 

 not entirely absent from authority, for we have got to consider whom we have to 

 believe, and the highest authority belongs to truth when it is clearly known.
407
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CHAPTER SIX: 

THE MODERNIST OBJECTION 

 THE MODERNIST OBJECTION STATED 

 As described in the previous chapter, much of the early criticisms levied against 

Hodge concerned his perceived rationalist tendencies. Closely conjoined with these concerns 

over rationalism was the belief that Hodge‘s theology and theological method were 

profoundly shaped by the modernist epistemology of his day, namely Scottish Realism. In the 

conclusion of the previous chapter, there was a direct effort to present Hodge‘s view of faith 

and reason as consistent with and in fact to some extent dependent upon an Augustinian 

conception of ―faith seeking understanding.‖ Such a claim is directly challenged by what I 

have labeled as ―the modernist objection.‖ Proponents of this objection contend that Hodge‘s 

epistemology and consequently his theology were decisively determined by modernist 

epistemological ideals, specifically, the confidence Hodge attributed to science, his ―biblical 

foundationalism,‖ and propositionalism. The goal of this chapter is to discern the degree to 

which Hodge was reliant on Enlightenment epistemological ideals for his understanding of 

reason, and how that shaped his conception of theology. 

 One proposed indication of Hodge‘s modernist propensities was his confidence in the 

natural sciences to the extent that he modeled his theological method after ‗Baconian 

inductivism‘. This purported confidence in science has been most succinctly explicated and 

critiqued by historian George Marsden whose descriptive analysis has been noted previously 

in some detail.
408

 Marsden characterizes the epistemological assumptions that encouraged 

Hodge‘s confidence in science and other intellectual domains:  

 Most striking from a twentieth-century view is the immense confidence they had in 

 the possibility of establishing most of one‘s knowledge objectively. Starting with the 

 certainties of common sense and following the careful inductive methods of 
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 Baconian science, they were confident one could reach sure conclusions, compelling 

 to any  unbiased observer, in almost every aspect of human inquiry. Hodge reveals 

 this assumption by constantly speaking of intellectual inquiry as the discovery of 

 ―facts.‖ By ―facts‖ he seems to mean states of affairs about reality which are true 

 independently of our knowing them.  . . . What seems controversial is, not so much 

 this concept of fact, but rather the wide application it is given. As we have seen, the 

 evangelicals characteristically assumed that the Baconian method would yield 

 indubitable facts in all areas: morality, political thought, economics, and religion.
409

  

 

In Marsden‘s judgment, this connection between Hodge‘s ―confidence‖ in the growing 

success of the study of the natural sciences and the implicit appeal of ―design‖ is revealing: 

 This immense confidence rested on other hidden assumptions. The evangelical 

 apologists‘ assurance of a high yield of objective certainty in intellectual inquiry 

 rested  on their assumptions about nature. Nature, they assumed, was ordered, 

 intelligible, and meaningful.
410

 

He then summarizes the epistemological implications: 

 Having been so purposely designed, they could be relied on with perfect security. 

 Moreover, the design of nature was assumed to involve the creation of a single 

 universal human nature. Hence the presumption was that common-sense principles 

 were universal and unalterable. So, as we have seen, Reid thought it possible to 

 establish once for all a universal code of agreed-upon common sense principles.
411

 

So, the epistemology forged from the influence and success of the natural sciences 

underscored the appeal of ‗objective fact‘ grounded in a Reidian epistemology, thus 

encouraging ―the idea that finding truth was essentially an objective process of discovering 

the ‗facts.‘‖
412

 

 While such assumptions were initially successful, as Marsden explains, these 

successes were short-lived due to the challenge posed by the emergence of Darwinism. In 

Marsden‘s judgment, this reveals a profound theological flaw native to the modernist 
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epistemology embraced by Hodge and the other Princetonians; namely, that Christian 

theology can be grounded in widely held common sense beliefs that are themselves neutral 

and objective – epistemological ideals characteristic of modernism.
413

 

 FOUNDATIONALISM 

 Marsden‘s analysis and evaluation of the Princetonian indebtedness to modern science 

is one of several iterations of the ―modernist objection.‖ Stanley Grenz and John Franke, 

leading voices among post-conservatives, have similarly advanced the critique that Hodge‘s 

views of knowledge and truth are substantially rooted in an Enlightenment view of reason by 

identifying Hodge‘s foundationalist approach and commitment to propositionalism as 

indicative of Enlightenment rationalism.  Their analysis of Hodge and subsequent critique 

merit our consideration and reflection, especially given the post-conservative call to embrace 

a more postmodern epistemology – a theme to be explored in the next chapter.
414

  

 For many post-conservatives, Hodge‘s foundationalist epistemology is featured as the 

defining indicator of modernist influences.  This link between foundationalism and 
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modernism is central to an explanatory narrative expounded by Christian philosopher Nancey 

Murphy who contends that both theological liberalism and their ―fundamentalist‖ 

counterparts have been profoundly shaped in their epistemological assumptions by 

foundationalist ideals. For ―fundamentalists‖ like Hodge (at least in Murphy‘s theological 

categories), that foundation is inerrant Scripture: ―an indubitable foundation for theological 

construction, then all of its [i.e. the Bible] teachings must be free from error.‖
415

   

 Grenz and Franke echo Murphy‘s analysis and metaphorical description:  ―This 

inerrant foundation, in turn, could endow with epistemological certitude, at least in theory, 

the edifice the skilled theological craftsman constructed on it.‖
416

 So for Grenz and Franke 

(and Murphy), this implicit commitment to ‗biblical foundationalism‘
417

  is taken as a clear 

indication of Hodge‘s incorporation of modernist epistemological ideals, (and consequently 

all other conservative Evangelical theologians who follow his method). Murphy goes so far 

as to argue that the origination of the theological belief in biblical inerrancy was itself a direct 

consequence of appropriating foundationalism: 

From the perspective of the epistemologist, an interesting feature of fundamentalist 

and conservative evangelical theology is the sort of claims that are made about 
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Scripture. One of the central tenets of fundamentalism is the verbal inspiration of 

Scripture and its complete inerrancy. It is often pointed out that strict doctrines of 

inerrancy did not appear in Christian history until the modern period. Notice that the 

demands of foundationalist epistemology would explain why conservatives would 

want to be able to make such radical claims about the truth of Scripture: if Scripture is 

to provide an indubitable foundation for theological construction, then all of its 

teachings must be free from error, lest the theologian make erroneous judgments in 

distinguishing true teachings from false ones or essential teachings from incidental 

cultural assumptions. Not all conservative theologians are infallibilists or inerrantists, 

but we can see that the ideal type of scriptural foundationalist theology would be 

expected to have such a doctrine.
418

 

 Likewise, Alister McGrath warns that adoption of an Enlightenment epistemology 

(read: foundationalism) poses weighty consequences, both for one‘s theology and Scripture, 

calling for serious scrutiny and re-assessment  of assumed epistemological presuppositions 

and their implications for  theological method, especially in relation to Scripture:  

This is a road which evangelicalism cannot allow itself to take, even if it did once 

offer a short-term apologetic advantage within a culture which accepted the 

Enlightenment worldview. But that was yesterday. Today, evangelicalism is free to 

avoid the false lure of foundationalism, and to maintain the integrity of divine 

revelation on its own terms and in its own categories. Let Scripture be Scripture?
419

 

According to McGrath‘s analysis, 

Evangelicalism has been affected in much the same way by the Enlightenment. 

Certain central Enlightenment ideas appear to have been uncritically taken on board 
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by some evangelicals, with the result that part of the movement runs the risk of 

becoming a secret prisoner of a secular outlook which is now dying before our eyes. 

Evangelicals are under an absolute obligation to ensure that their central ideas are 

Scripture-based, not the result of the influence of the Enlightenment. To fail to do so 

is to allow ideas and values originating from outside the Christian faith to exercise a 

controlling influence within in – and thus inevitably to increase the degree to which 

theology is culturally conditioned.
420

 

Grenz and Franke share with Murphy and McGrath the conclusion that the modernist 

preoccupation with foundationalist epistemologies has directly and profoundly impacted 

one‘s view of Scripture as represented in both liberal and conservative theology:  

The chief culprit in the undermining of the Bible‘s status in the church has been 

modern theology itself. . . . in their attempt to find certainty for Christian faith in a 

world imbued with Cartesian skepticism, theologians followed the philosopher‘s lead 

and trotted after the pied piper of foundationalism. The foundationalist impulse led to 

a reassessment of the nature and role of the Bible in theology and, by extension, in the 

church.
421
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 PROPOSITIONALISM 

 Not only is Scottish Common Sense Realism scrutinized for its dependence on 

foundationalism construed as a modernist conception of knowledge
422

 but also for its implicit 

endorsement of ―propositionalism‖ leading to a theology that seeks to be grounded in ―facts‖ 

or propositions: 

The propositionalist approach, while seeking to be faithful to scripture, has been led 

by its apologetic concern to embrace many of the presuppositions of the 

Enlightenment. The transition to postmodernism as well as global interchange among 

evangelicals is increasingly exposing this as an accommodation to modern Western 

culture.
423

 

Henry H. Knight III specifically challenges propositionalism‘s implicit presumption of a 

universal rationality: 

But there is no transcultural reason; there are only fallible human thinkers whose 

categories and assumptions are supplied by their own particular cultures, including 

what counts as contradiction or consistency. This is not the same as saying there is no 

transcultural truth, but simply recognizes the culture embeddedness of we who seek to 

know that truth.
424
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arrive at factual truth. The Bible is the foundation of truth, the tools of reason uncover that truth, and truth is 
emphatically, if not entirely, propositional.” (Webber,  Ancient-Future Faith, 20.) 
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 Knight, A Future for Truth, 91. This reiteration that there is no “transcultural reason” is a significant point 
that will receive scrutiny in our next chapter. The intended distinction Knight makes between “transcultural 
reason” and “transcultural truth” and its implications for Knight’s conception of reason vis-à-vis “truth” is less 
than clear. Carl Raschke proposes a further criticism of propositionalism in terms of its impact on how we view 
Scripture: “The essential difference between modernism and postmodernism at the theological level consists 
in what might be termed a ‘propositional’ as opposed to a ‘vocative’ understanding of Scripture. Propositional 
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Therefore, post-conservatives like Grenz and Franke identify modernist epistemological 

influences in Hodge‘s conception and use of Scripture as being that of primarily, if not 

obsessively, concerned with the collection of true propositions from the biblical text for 

doctrinal purposes, significantly informing one‘s perspective of Scripture and how Scripture 

is to be used: 

The focus on propositional revelation led conservatives to view the Bible as above all 

the source for religious teachings. While these teachings also included precepts for 

living, the central, foundational, and most significant dimension was that of doctrine: 

The Bible was fundamentally a doctrinal resource.
425

 

For many post-conservatives, it is precisely this appeal to universal and timeless 

theological propositions, which not only characterized Hodge‘s theology and revealed his 

commitment to Scottish Realism, but consequently skewed how the Bible was perceived to 

be relevant in relation to life and culture. Moreover, this presumption of universal and 

timeless theological ―facts‖ in effect privileges the evangelical theological discourse 

discouraging and even denying the relevance of one‘s own cultural and intellectual 

context.
426

 Therefore, the theological method of conservative evangelicals inherited from 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
language is always flattened, confined to the third person. It is always ‘about’ something else. Propositional 
language adjudges and describes. It relates one set of impersonal terms to another. Vocative language, 
however, requires the second person and expresses what is technically termed the ‘I-Thou’ relation.” (Carl 
Raschke, The Next Reformation,137-138.) In Raschke’s judgment, this conception of Scripture as primarily 
propositional rather than vocative has significantly skewed how we understand biblical revelation. This seems 
similar to Henry Knight III’s claim that a significant implication of emphasizing propositions is “is its tendency to 
equate knowledge with information, so that to know God means to know God conceptually. While quite 
properly rejecting the conclusion of some neo-orthodox theologians that if revelation is personal it must be 
non-propositional, to reduce the personal to propositional distorts the meaning of relationship.” (Henry H. 
Knight III, 91).  
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substantial space and time that is best reserved for another dissertation. 
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Hodge is described by Grenz and Franke as exemplifying a modernist perspective, much like 

the liberal theology so eschewed by theological conservatives: 

Just as the legacy of Schleiermacher dominates the liberal project to the present, the 

foundationalism of Hodge and other nineteenth-century conservatives sets the tone for 

what would become the theological paradigm of evangelical theology through most of 

the twentieth century. . . . They maintain that the goal of theology is the amassing of 

true statements, understood as a series of factual propositions. According to this 

model, the theologian, assisted by the canons of logic, applies the scientific method to 

the deposit of revelation found in scripture in an ongoing quest to compile the one, 

complete, timeless body of right doctrines, formulated as a series of statements or 

theological assertions, each of which is true in its own right.
427

 

REDUCTION TO „BIBLICAL FOUNDATIONALISM‟ 

Grenz and Franke conclude that such reliance on modernist categories of knowledge 

and truth has created a reductionist theology solely interested in discovering universally true 

theological propositions mined from Scripture. Such an approach to Scripture in their 

judgment has led us to a ‗dead end‘ when it comes to articulating and applying a relevant 

understanding of Scripture in a postmodern context. Grenz and Franke, like many post-

conservatives, urge their fellow evangelicals to take seriously the postmodern critique of 

modernist notions such as realism and universal propositional truths (i.e. propositions which 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
especially becomes problematic in the view of post-conservatives when it causes conservative evangelicals to 
overlook the significant epistemological and cultural shifts that have occurred since Hodge was doing theology 
at Princeton in the mid-19

th
 century, making their  own lack of cultural sensitivity that much more troubling. 

Roger Olson aptly describes this failure as: “Like the Old Princeton School of theology – and fundamentalism, 
to which it remains rather closely related - conservative evangelical theology works unconsciously under the 
spell of the Enlightenment and modernity, although it denies doing so.” (Olson, Reformed and Always 
Reforming, 53.) 

427
 Grenz and Franke, Beyond Foundationalism, 37. Grenz and Franke  specifically reference their comments to 

Gordon R. Lewis and Bruce A. Demarest’s Integrative Theology (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Zondervan, 1987) and 
later to Grudem, Systematic Theology. This comparison between Hodge’s theology and theological liberalism is 
essentially the same thesis proffered by Nancey Murphy who contends that the intellectual stalemate 
between theological liberals and conservatives is the consequence of adopting the same foundationalist 
epistemology, see Beyond Liberalism and Fundamentalism, 22-35. 
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are considered by modernists to be true irrespective of culture or community).
428

 Theologian 

Kevin Vanhoozer effectively summarizes this concern and criticism: 

Even some Evangelical theologians, the children of Hodge, have begun to deconstruct 

propositionalist theology by tracing its genealogy back to the ultimately secular 

philosophy of the Enlightenment. The heart of the critique consists in the claim that 

propositionalist theology, while claiming to be biblical, is actually modernist in its 

epistemology inasmuch as it buys into modernity‘s reduction of knowledge to 

information, and into modernity‘s myth that rationality is universal.
429

  

This summary description of the ―modernist objection‖ leaves us with the question: 

does Hodge‘s favorable comparison with the natural sciences, his ―biblical foundationalism,‖ 

and appeal to propositions make him indebted to modernism? Similar to our analysis of the 

―rationalist objection,‖ this issue boils down to whether Hodge‘s positive evaluation of 

science, foundationalism, and propositions are uniquely modern traits.  The crux of this 

question concerns the degree of dependence that Hodge placed in the authority of modernist 

notions and ideals for his theological outlook and its implications for his theological method. 

To re-state the point in the form of a question: did Hodge embrace these elements because 

they were highly esteemed in his intellectual milieu of modernism or did he embrace these 

elements because they were consistent with his epistemological and theological commitments 

rooted in traditions not restricted to an early American Enlightenment context? The 
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 Note Grenz and Franke’s evaluation of the modernist paradigm (Beyond Foundationalism, 51): The demise 
of foundationalism . . . raises questions about the propriety of this paradigm *i.e. “an understanding of 
knowledge that sees it as the compiling of correct conclusions from a sure foundation”-p. 50]  . . . 
contemporary philosophers remind us that knowledge is not a collection of isolated factual statements arising 
directly from first principles.” 
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 Kevin Vanhoozer, The Drama of Doctrine, 87. Vanhoozer concurs with Grenz and Franke (and other post-

conservatives) on this specific point that contemporary evangelical theological method is too reliant on 
Hodge’s foundationalist approach and thus stands in need of significant revision;  where he parts company 
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without more careful and deliberate reflection, see his comments directed to John Franke in particular, but 
applicable to post-conservatives in general in Christianity and the Postmodern Turn,197-199. 
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distinction, while subtle, is significant.  I will argue for the latter in the remainder of this 

chapter.
430

 

EVALUATING MARSDEN‟S NARRATIVE 

In the next chapter, we will assess the merits and problems of ―biblical 

foundationalism‖ and propositionalism in some detail, but in direct response to the previous 

question, it is sufficient to note that neither foundationalism nor propositionalism simpliciter 

are taken to be unique concepts or ideals of the Enlightenment. John Franke, for example, 

concedes that ―nearly every thinker is in some sense a foundationalist.‖
431

  So we will focus 

on Marsden‘s widely-received historical explanation that the demise of the Princeton 

theology was due to its reliance on a modernist epistemology. The fact that Marsden‘s 

account is widely cited by many post-conservatives as evidence of Hodge‘s theology being 

characteristically modernistic further warrants a closer examination of the merits of 

Marsden‘s arguments. 

 To evaluate Marsden‘s explanatory narrative, we will compare Hodge with Kuyper 

specifically in their respective responses to Darwin, since Marsden himself appeals to such a 

comparison: 

Nevertheless, just as the evangelical apologists articulated trends in relating 

 Christianity to culture and science prevalent in nineteenth-century America, so 

 Kuyper articulated tendencies in Dutch Reformed thinking that had deep roots. Thus a 

 comparison of the intellectual outlook, while not meant to reduce the explanation of 

 the differing cultural developments to one of their intellectual components, may 
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because of a prior commitment to contextualism, specifically our beliefs are decidedly determined by our 
intellectual context. This claim will be addressed in the next chapter. 
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 Franke, The Character of Theology, 26. Franke goes on to distinguish what he takes to be the more 

problematic forms of foundationalism from a post-conservative perspective, namely foundational beliefs that 
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 provide important clues for seeing how the challenges of the recent scientific age 

 might have been met differently than they were in evangelical America.
432

 

 The purpose here is not to resolve whether Darwin‘s theory should receive theological 

approval nor even to determine which, Kuyper or Hodge‘s, is the superior epistemology and 

theological method; rather, it is to utilize Marsden‘s own comparison between Hodge and 

Kuyper in terms of their respective views of science to discern the extent of modernist 

influence on Hodge and consequently whether the label of ―modernist‖ is appropriately 

applied to Hodge.  

Hodge‘s last work, What is Darwinism?, was specifically tasked with examining the 

implications of Darwin‘s recent evolutionary hypothesis, and so provides us an explicit 

description of Hodge‘s assumptions concerning science.
433

 His assessment of Darwin‘s 

hypothesis is succinctly summarized: 

It is however neither evolution nor natural selection which gives Darwinism its 

peculiar character and importance. It is that Darwin rejects all teleology or the 

doctrine of final causes. He denies design in any of the organisms in the vegetable or 

animal world. 
434

 

                                                           
432

 Marsden, “The Collapse of American Evangelical Academia,” 248. Marsden’s reference in this essay to 
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Hodge‘s focus on and evaluation of Darwin‘s rejection of teleology illuminates a critical 

presupposition in Hodge‘s overall analysis and critique of Darwin, the epistemological 

relevance of theological considerations on the grounds that theology, like the natural 

sciences, is a realm of knowledge:  

The fact, however, is that religion is a system of knowledge as well as a state of 

feeling. The truths on which all religion is founded are drawn within the domain of 

science: the nature of the first cause, its relation to the world, the nature of second 

causes, the origin of life, anthropology, including the origin, nature, and destiny of 

man.
435

 

Hodge contends that Darwin‘s ―theory‖ ultimately fails because of its inconsistency with the 

traditional Christian affirmation of God as Creator and Designer; a critique that presupposes 

the epistemic relevance of theology:  

The grand and fatal objection to Darwinism is this exclusion of design in the origin of 

species or the production of living organisms. By design is meant the intelligent and 

voluntary selection of an end, and the intelligent and voluntary choice, application, 

and control of means appropriate to the accomplishment of that end. That design 

therefore implies intelligence is involved in its very nature. No man can perceive this 

adaptation of means to the accomplishment of a preconceived end without 

experiencing an irresistible conviction that it is the work of mind. No man doubts it, 

and no man can doubt it. Darwin does not deny it. Haeckel does not deny it. No 

Darwinian denies it. What they do is to deny that there is any design in nature. . . . But 

in thus denying design in nature, these writers array against themselves the intuitive 

perceptions and irresistible convictions of all mankind— a barrier which no man has 

ever been able to surmount.
436

 

As is evident in this quote, Hodge‘s objection to Darwin‘s denial of design is grounded in 

Hodge‘s epistemological commitments to ―intuitive perceptions‖ and ―irresistible 

convictions‖ of ―design in nature‖ – language indicative of Hodge‘s propensities towards 

Scottish Realism. Hodge concludes, 

 that the denial of design in nature is virtually the denial of God. Mr. Darwin‘s theory 

does deny all design in nature; therefore, his theory is virtually atheistical—his theory, 

                                                           
435 Hodge, What is Darwinism?, 138.  Recall that “science” as used by Hodge can and often does denote 

knowledge broadly construed. 
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not he himself. He believes in a Creator. But when that Creator, million on millions of 

ages ago, did something - called matter and a living germ into existence - and then 

abandoned the universe to itself to be controlled by chance and necessity, without any 

purpose on his part as to result, or any intervention or guidance, then He is virtually 

consigned, so far as we are concerned, to nonexistence.
437

 

 Abraham Kuyper in an essay titled ―Evolution‖ shares Hodge‘s conclusion and 

censure of Darwin‘s theory on the grounds that it denies divine purpose:   

To say that this was an organic principle which impelled things toward their perfect 

goal, or to acknowledge that God regulated this selection, was not possible. That 

would have meant reintroducing the notion of purpose, and the entire theory would 

collapse along with Mechanism. A mechanistic power had to be enlisted. This was 

Darwin‘s greatest discovery, that he did indeed point out such a purely mechanistic 

agency which made the perpetuation of a more richly endowed variation self-

explanatory.
438

 

Of interest to our purposes is to see how Kuyper‘s epistemology informed his evaluation and 

critique of Darwin, and whether there is a discernible difference between Kuyper‘s approach 

and Hodge‘s that would sufficiently indicate modernist propensities uniquely attributable to 

Hodge as argued by Marsden.  One can observe Kuyper‘s methodological commitment to 

distinguishing ―facts‖ from ―philosophical principles‖:  

A frank acknowledgment, this, but one that then gives us the right and charges us with 

the duty of sharply distinguishing between those facts and the philosophizing linked 

to them. Every sincere person immediately agrees with that which is logically 

deduced from established facts, but before accepting these intertwined deductions as a 

well-rounded system, you must test the philosophical principles underlying these 

operations against the basic axioms of your own thinking.
439

 

Here Kuyper acknowledges that there is an element of scientific reasoning beyond just 

―facts‖ that requires rational reflection based upon ―the basic axioms of your own thinking.‖ 

What precisely those ―axioms‖ are, Kuyper does not disclose. Marsden, in his analysis 
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underscores the significance of Kuyper‘s two-fold dichotomy of people and science in terms 

of its difference in ―apologetic strategy‖ from Warfield who succeeded Hodge at Princeton: 

 Lying behind this difference in apologetic strategy was a fundamental disagreement 

 with Kuyper‘s dictum that there were ―two kinds of people‖ and hence ―two kinds of 

 science.‖ Warfield agreed that the regenerate had some advantage over the 

 unregenerate in doing  science, but he emphasized that they  were doing the same sort 

 of work. Each was working on the same edifice of human scientific knowledge and 

 benefited from the other‘s accomplishments. Regeneration, he said, made far less 

 difference than Kuyper supposed, since regenerated people remained infected by sin.  

 . . . If truth was on the side of the Christians, Warfield reasoned, then in an argument 

 Christianity eventually would triumph. This conclusion rested on an assumption with 

 deep roots in the Common-Sense tradition.
440

 

But does Kuyper‘s response and its underlying epistemology, specifically his commitment to 

―the two sciences‖ theme predicated upon regeneration, decisively distinguish Kuyper and 

Warfield‘s respective responses and denote a definitive element of modernism attributable to 

the Princetonians?
441

  In an essay on ―common grace‖ in relation to science, Kuyper makes 

this interesting point: 

Without common grace the descent of science outside the enlightenment of the Spirit 

would have become absolute. Left to itself, sin goes from bad to worse. . . Those who 

not reckon with common grace must conclude, therefore, that all science outside holy 

precincts is fraud and self-deception and will mislead anyone who listens to its voice. 

But the evidence shows this is not true. The Greeks, completely deprived of the light 

of Scripture, developed a science that surprises us still by the true and beautiful 

substance it has to offer. The names of Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle have constantly 

been honored by Christian thinkers. We do not exaggerate in saying that Aristotle‘s 

thinking was a most powerful means of bringing Christians to deeper reflection. And 

no one can deny that these days a rich science is blooming in the fields of astronomy, 

botany, zoology, physics, etc. Although conducted almost exclusively by people who 
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are strangers to the fear of the Lord, this science has produced a treasure of 

knowledge that we as Christians admire and gratefully use.
442

 

So in affirming ―common grace‖ and acknowledging the past recognition by Christian 

thinkers of the insights of unregenerate thinkers like Plato and  Aristotle,  Kuyper explicitly 

affirms the validity of the insights of ‗unregenerate‘ scientists (and other thinkers). This 

would seem to substantially qualify his claim of ―two sciences.‖ To further clarify, we 

observe Kuyper‘s recognition of the positive epistemic status of ‗unregenerate science‘ 

despite the presence of sin:   

we confront the fact that a science has arisen outside the Christian church which has 

produced true and essential knowledge on the one hand but which has led to a life-

conception and a worldview utterly opposed to the truth of God‘s Word on the other. 

To put it differently, we confront a science that has arisen out of the world under the 

rule of sin and yet may boast of results from which sin‘s darkening is virtually absent. 

We can explain this only by saying that, while sin has continued to spread decay, 

common grace has entered in to bind and temper its operation.
443

 

 This raises the difficult interpretive question of how to reconcile this affirmation with 

Kuyper‘s claim of ―two peoples‖ and ―two sciences.‖ Christian philosopher Del Ratzsch in 

his descriptive analysis of Kuyper‘s philosophy of science proposes an explanation: 

 Kuyper‘s view seems to be that there is no essential internal difference between the 

 science of believers and that of unbelievers up to the level of theoretical postulates, 

 and that there is not in all cases differences even there. Observation is common, logic 

 is common, the data of consciousness having to do with the empirical are common, 

 laws are common and even some theoretical explanations and interpretations are 

 common. But it is at this level of theoretical explanation or interpretation where the 

 potential for divergence is manifested, for it is at this level that deeper components of 

 the data of consciousness enter science. 
444

 

 

 Ratzsch acknowledges that reconciling the obvious tension in Kuyper‘s declaration of there 

being ―two sciences‖ and granting ‗common ground‘ between regenerate and unregenerate 
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thought is not easy.
445

  Nicholas Wolterstorff is more critical of Kuyper‘s claim of ―two 

sciences‖ noting the troublesome implications of Kuyper‘s approach:   

 A crucial failing in Kuyper and many of his followers is that they overlook the fact – 

 or resist acknowledging the fact – that developments in scholarship sometimes lead 

 persons to alter their religious convictions, and that sometimes at least this is fully 

 justified, even obligatory. The notion that scholarship may at times yield religious 

 illumination is, to many neo-Calvinists, abhorrent. Their picture of the relation 

 between Christian conviction and scientific practice and result is entirely one-

 directional, from faith to science. 

 

Wolterstorff goes on to argue that such a perspective is inadequate:  

 Thus Neo-Calvinism is most nearly akin to the interpretive vision of the medievals, in 

 which the universe is treated as a text whose meaning we are to interpret, and in 

 which  meaning for the self is found by conforming to reality. Yet, the overwhelming 

 emphasis in Kuyper‘s discussion of science is that science is an expression of the self 

 – and since there are two kinds of self, then there must be two kinds of science. . . . 

 Science is not  solely an expression of self, however. It is likewise the outcome of the 

 impact of the world on us, coupled with the impact of the social practice of science. 

 Self, world, social practice: it is from the interplay of these three that science emerges. 

 It is true, indeed, that  out of the heart are the issues of life – but into the heart go the 

 issues of life as well.
446

 

 

Our purpose here is not to evaluate the coherence of Kuyper‘s epistemology, but I think 

Ratzsch‘s observations and Wolterstorff‘s critique reveal, at the very least, a tension in 

Kuyper‘s profession of ―two sciences‖ with his recognition of valid scientific insights by 

those ―outside of the church.‖ Recall that in Marsden‘s historical description, it was because 

of Hodge‘s dependency on ―common sense‖ appeals grounded in nature that bridged both the 

‗regenerate‘ and ‗unregenerate‘ that made his view captivated to modernist ideals and thus 

vulnerable to the change of fortunes in the natural sciences. But how does Kuyper‘s 

acknowledgement of scientific and philosophical insights by the unregenerate differ in any 

significant detail from Hodge?  Does not Kuyper‘s concession make him a candidate for the 

modernist objection? 
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 Whether Hodge or Kuyper‘s epistemology is more consistently applied to such 

scientific considerations will be left to the reader‘s judgment,  but clearly both Hodge and 

Kuyper acknowledge that there are ―facts‖ and that such ―facts‖ can be known by those 

outside of the Christian faith. Likewise, both recognize that the specific issue of evolution, as 

in all science, extend beyond just facts, that there are underlying philosophical commitments 

that inform how one interprets the facts and their organization. Marsden himself concedes 

that Hodge and Kuyper agree on a number of points, even the role of ―common sense‖ 

beliefs:  

 Like his American counterparts, Abraham Kuyper believed that in our encounter with 

reality we are forced to start with the common-sense operations of our minds. The 

axioms of our thought (such as consciousness of our own self or trust in our senses) 

are not susceptible to proof. . . . These common-sense starting points, as the 

Americans sometimes said also [fn. 97], rested on ‗faith,‘ as opposed to any 

demonstration. 

 

But Marsden contends that there remains a profound difference in regard to their respective 

epistemologies and use of science: 

The point at which Kuyper was departing most radically from the American 

evidentialists was in insisting that spiritually derived knowledge of God had the same 

epistemic status and provided the same sort of immediate grounds for certainty as did 

everyday common-sense experience. Knowledge of God is founded, not upon 

something prior to itself, but rather on God himself breathing into the minds of 

humans.
447

  

 

Marsden seems to differentiate between Kuyper and the Princetonians on the appropriateness 

of using a ―common sense‖ epistemology is in regard to one‘s ―knowledge of God.‖  

Marsden goes on to explain  that ―the American evidentialists‖ sought to integrate rather than 

distinguish one‘s immediate awareness and consequent knowledge of God from other sorts of 

beliefs derived inductively by  common sense reason. In sum, Marsden distinguishes and 

criticizes the Princetonians for their failure to segregate gaining knowledge of the world from 

knowing God. This attempt to subsume knowing God under the rubric of Common Sense 
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inductivism, in Marsden‘s analysis, fails to factor in the epistemological implications of the 

noetic effects of sin and thus reveals the Princetonians modernist propensities: 

By contrast, whereas Kuyper thought unrecognized human sinfulness a preventative 

to true knowledge of God, the American Common-Sense apologists saw it only as an 

inhibitive. Sin indeed could stand in the way of an objective look at the facts, but the 

Americans remained confident in the possibility of an objective scientific knowledge 

available to all intelligent humans. Moreover, they saw no reason why knowledge of 

God could not be a species of such knowledge.
448

  

 

 But is Marsden‘s characterization of ―American Common-Sense apologists‖ accurate 

in regard to Hodge (and even Warfield)?  Marsden avers that the Princetonians failed to 

account for the moral and spiritual aspect to knowledge that is especially pertinent and 

pernicious to our knowledge of God. As argued in some detail in the last chapter, this 

‗rationalistic‘ construal of Hodge and the Princetonians overlooks the substantial and explicit 

affirmations made by Hodge concerning sin‘s deleterious effects on our cognitive lives and 

the importance of the Spirit‘s ―testimony.‖ 

 Moreover, as we have seen, Hodge‘s epistemology in regard to both God and nature 

does take into consideration the moral aspect to examining and weighing facts. Hodge in the 

context of his analysis of Darwinism and scientific inquiry explicitly acknowledges bias, 

specifically in the form of strict empiricism:  

 It is inevitable that minds addicted to scientific investigation should receive a strong 

 bias to undervalue any other kind of evidence except that of the senses, i.e. scientific 

 evidence. We have seen that those who give themselves up to this  tendency come to 

 deny God, to deny mind, to deny even self. 
449

  

   

In conjunction with epistemological biases which were on display in the Darwin controversy, 

Hodge contends that 

  no department of human knowledge is isolated. One runs into and overlaps 

 another. We have abundant evidence that the devotees of natural science are not  

 willing to confine themselves to the department of nature, in the common sense of the 

 word.  They not only speculate, but dogmatize, on  the highest questions of 
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 philosophy, morality, and religion. . . . They have the right to judge of the consistency 

 of the assertions of men of science and of the logic of their reasoning. They have the 

 right to set off the testimony of one or more experts against the testimony of others; 

 and especially  they have the right to reject all speculations,  hypotheses, and theories 

 which come in conflict with well-established truths. It is ground of profound gratitude 

 to God that He has given to the human mind intuitions which are infallible, laws of 

 belief which men cannot disregard any more than the laws of nature, and also 

 convictions produced by the Spirit of God which no sophistry of man can weaken. 

 These are barriers which no man can pass without plunging into the abyss of outer 

 darkness. 
450

 

 

Hodge thus concludes, 

 If there be any truth in the preceding remarks, then it is obvious that there can be no 

 harmony between science and religion until the evils referred to be removed. 

 Scientific men must come to recognize practically, and not merely in words, that 

 there are other kinds of evidence of truth than the testimony of senses. They must 

 come to give due weight to the testimony of consciousness and to the intuitions of the 

 reason and conscience.
451

 

 

So clearly Hodge‘s epistemology is not restricted to empiricism nor is it exclusive of moral 

considerations.  Therefore, Marsden‘s contention that the Princeton theologian‘s commitment 

to Scottish Realism and Baconian Inductivism failed to factor sin‘s epistemic effects on 

objectivity in relation to scientific knowledge or knowledge of God seems overstated and 

thus inaccurate. Just as we have seen with regard to Hodge‘s epistemology in relation to 

theology, likewise with respect to scientific knowledge, Hodge‘s evaluation of scientific 

knowledge acquired by inductive means is more nuanced than Marsden‘s analysis would 

seem to allow.  

 Finally, our comparison of Kuyper‘s criticism of Darwin and approval of science with 

Hodge‘s stated arguments evinces little difference either in terms of the actual details of their 

arguments or conclusions. While Hodge does affirm the possibility of ―objective scientific 

knowledge‖ as extending to even those who are unregenerate, such a supposition as we have 

seen, is likewise affirmed by Kuyper.  What else could Kuyper mean by ―a treasure of 
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knowledge‖ in regard to different scientific disciplines and their positive epistemic 

contribution?  So while there are genuine philosophical and theological differences to be 

found in Hodge and Kuyper‘s respective approaches to epistemology, Marsden‘s efforts to 

ground those differences in Hodge‘s modernist propensities, specifically Scottish Realism, is  

questionable given significant similarities in this specific regard with Kuyper. This at the very 

least calls into question Hodge‘s dependency on Scottish Realism for his positive views of 

and comparisons between science and theology.
452

 

 A concluding consideration concerns the common presumption that the 

Enlightenment context of Charles Hodge is often singularly characterized by the positive 

influence of Scottish Realism. But as argued in chapter four, Hodge‘s epistemology is not 

only to be characterized by his explicit endorsement of elements of Scottish Realism,  but 

perhaps more profoundly, his negative response to the emergence of German Idealism 

beginning with Kant – an epistemology that is likewise representative of modernist 

epistemological ideals. So to assert, as some critics do, that Hodge‘s theology was simply the 

result of an undiscerning appropriation of Enlightenment epistemology is prima facie false. 

Additionally, we have noted that while there is significant evidence, from Hodge‘s writings 

themselves, that Hodge was influenced specifically  from Scottish Realism, particularly in his 

commitment to ―laws of belief‖ grounded in the human constitution, we concluded that he 

did so not because he was committed to Enlightenment values and beliefs, but because Reid‘s 

epistemology was consistent with Hodge‘s Reformed theological commitments, specifically 

the notion of humanity being in the imago dei,  and served as an alternative to Kant and 
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Idealism, also products of the Enlightenment.  It is somewhat ironic that the critics who raise 

the ―modernist objection‖ (and the ―rationalist objection‖) on the grounds that Hodge was 

indebted to an Enlightenment philosophy foreign to the Reformed tradition are themselves 

often indebted to philosophical commitments that could just as easily be construed as 

modernistic, namely Kant‘s Transcendental Idealism.
453

 

So while it is certainly correct to affirm that Hodge‘s epistemology was profoundly 

informed and shaped by Scottish Realism, to identify Hodge as distinctly ―modernist‖ with 

the implicit insinuation that his epistemological assumptions were merely the product of his 

time and intellectual context fails to observe his commitment to pre-modern influences, 

namely the Reformed theological tradition that qualified and constrained his use of modern 

epistemological ideals.
454
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modernist notions. Hodge’s stated appeals to and arguments for first beliefs as timeless and universal would 
suggest not given his explicit theological justification for such beliefs (see Hodge, Systematic Theology 1:363-
365). Secondly, since such beliefs in objective and transcendent truths were believed by Hodge to not be  
unique and confined to the Enlightenment, (he believed that such transcendent truths and rationally were in 
common with his many Reformed  theological and philosophical predecessors including Calvin and Augustine – 
whether he is accurate in this belief is irrelevant to the point at hand), this would explain why he saw Scottish 
Common Sense Realism, at least in terms of its appeal to “intuitions” as being grounded in every human’s 
“constitution,” as a bulwark against new and speculative theologies, some of which Hodge identifies and 
would be confirmed by many as Enlightenment era theologies, most notably Kant and the emergence of 
German Idealism. (See Hodge, Systematic Theology 1: 191-194; also recall Hodge’s criticism of “Rationalism” in 
chapter 3 which suggests Hodge’s attitude towards Enlightenment conceptions of reason as decidedly 
constrained, if not in some details negative). 
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CHAPTER SEVEN: 

THE PLAUSIBILITY OBJECTION 

 THE PLAUSIBILITY OBJECTION STATED 

In the previous chapter, we examined the ―modernist objection‖ raised by post-

conservatives and others that characterized Hodge and his theology as captivated by 

modernist epistemological ideals. The conclusion that was drawn in that chapter was that 

proponents of ―the modernist objection‖ had over-stated the influence of Scottish Realism 

and other modernist sources on Hodge‘s theological method. While Hodge was a modernist 

in the sense that he was situated and shaped by the philosophical and cultural context of 

modernity prevalent during the time of his theological reflection and writing, particularly by 

Scottish Realism; such a historical description of Hodge must be qualified by his explicit 

references to various pre-modern theological predecessors, most notably Augustine and the 

Reformation tradition,  who likewise significantly influenced his theology to the point that 

Hodge‘s use of Scottish Realism was profoundly constrained. Furthermore, it was argued that 

whatever elements of Scottish Realism are to be found in Hodge‘s epistemology and theology 

can be explained on the grounds that Hodge viewed such philosophical elements as 

consistent, even supportive of his Reformed theological convictions. 

But to judge the post-conservative critique of Hodge as historically flawed and thus 

without merit would be premature; many of the specific criticisms made by those who are 

self-identified post-conservatives are not so much directed at Hodge himself but rather 

intended for those evangelicals who in our current postmodern milieu would commend and 

even appropriate Hodge‘s theological method. John Franke represents many post-

conservatives in his contention that conservative evangelical theology today demonstrates a 

problematic dependence on Hodge‘s epistemology, especially in terms of theological method:  

This approach has typified evangelical theology and is characterized by a 

commitment to the Bible as a source of information for systematic theology. As such, 
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it is viewed as a rather loose and relatively disorganized collection of factual, 

propositional statements. The task of theology, in turn, becomes that of collecting and 

arranging these varied statements in such a way as to bring their underlying unity into 

relief and to reveal the eternal system of timeless truths to which they point. This 

―concordance‖ conception of theology looks back to Charles Hodge, arguably the 

most influential American theologian for evangelicals.
455

 

The criticism of Hodge raised by Franke and many other post-conservatives is not primarily 

that he was profoundly shaped by historical context; in fact, their contention is that all 

theological systems, not just Hodge and the Princetonians, are profoundly influenced by the 

theologian‘s own historical and cultural context, including our own. In the analysis of many 

post-conservatives, culture is like the air we breathe: 

To be human means to be embedded in culture. Some aspects of culture appear to 

come to us as a preexistent given, for we sense that we are products of a cultural 

tradition that predates us and forms us. At the same time, we interpret for ourselves 

and internalize the cultural meanings that we share with other participants in the 

ongoing conversation about meaning that marks the shifting context we call ―our‖ 

culture.
456

 

Consequently, doing theology is inevitably an intellectual exercise full of cultural fiber. So 

the objection being raised by post-conservatives is primarily directed to when evangelicals 

today continue to utilize Hodge‘s theological method, they do so to the detriment of their own 

cultural and contextual awareness and relevance.  To be more precise, adopting a theological 

method reliant on an outdated epistemology (in this case Scottish Realism) threatens to 

undermine the credibility of the whole theological enterprise primarily because it makes the 

theology culturally irrelevant, even if historically noteworthy.  

 The post-conservative exhortation for theological reformation based on this 

supposition is typified by Steven Sherman: ―Reformists are calling evangelicals to move 

beyond what they see as an antiquated theological method and a restrictive gatekeeping 

mentality to embrace more appropriate and useful approaches in the postmodern cultural 
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context.‖
457

 John Franke exemplifies the perspective of many post-conservatives in his 

advocacy of an alternative theological method that views culture as central to the enterprise 

of doing theology: 

 [T]he unending task of theology is to find ways of expressing and communicating the 

biblical story in terms that make use of the intellectual and conceptual tools of a 

particular culture without being controlled by them. . . . Thus, while theology is in one 

sense local, and as such particularly concerned with addressing its own situation, it 

cannot be responsibly pursued in isolation from the church universal. To do so is to 

disregard the work of the Spirit in the life of the entire church and to fail to promote 

the unity of the church. 
458

 

In contrast to many conservative evangelicals who find sentimental solace in 

grounding their theology in timeless and universal ―facts,‖ many post-conservatives view 

such assumptions, as typified by Hodge‘s theological approach, an Achilles‘ heel for the 

conservative evangelical theological method. Post-conservatives aver against such a model of 

theology by pointing out that Hodge‘s method ignores the social and historical dimension to 

knowledge— an important epistemological dimension since it not only encourages cultural 

engagement and conversation, but brings our own theological convictions in clear relief in 

relation to our particular location in history and culture: 

The sociology of knowledge declares that all forms of thought are embedded in social 

conditions. While this does not mean that those conditions unilaterally determine 

forms of thought, it does point to their fundamental situatedness. All human 

knowledge is situated. It is influenced and shaped by the social, cultural, and 

historical settings from which it emerges. As a human endeavor bound up with the 

task of interpretation, the discipline of Christian theology, like all other intellectual 

pursuits bears the marks of the particular contexts in which it is produced. It is not the 

intent of theology simply to set forth, amplify, refine, and defend a timelessly fixed 

orthodoxy.
459
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Roger Olson, who in his landmark article first coined the term ―postconservative,‖ maintains 

that failure to recognize such social location results ironically in a theological perspective that 

is provincial and ethnocentric:  

Postconservatives are also concerned with theology‘s domination by white males and 

Eurocentrism. While refusing to accept a version of the sociology of knowledge that 

would lead to doctrinal relativism, the new evangelicals acknowledge the inevitable 

influence of social location on theological endeavors.
460

 

In stark contrast to the putative parochial nature of Hodge‘s theology, post-conservatives, like 

Grenz and Franke, propose an alternative model that is intentionally dynamic and responsive 

to cultural changes:  

Unlike either correlation or contextualization, this model presupposes neither gospel 

nor culture –much less both gospel and culture – as preexisting, given realities that 

subsequently enter into conversation. Rather, in the interactive process both gospel 

(that is, our understanding of the gospel) and culture (that is, our portrayal of the 

meaning structure, shared sense of personal identity, and socially constructed world in 

which we see ourselves living and ministering) are dynamic realities that inform and 

are informed by the conversation itself. Hence, we are advocating a specifically 

nonfoundationalist, interactionalist theological method.
461

 

 Franke acknowledges that there is the ever-present risk and problem of accommodation in 

doing theology with an eye towards culture, but he contends that failure to recognize the 

cultural context in which we do theology is even more problematic:  

While the dangers involved in accommodating Christian faith to particular cultural 

contexts are real, the quest to construct theology free from the influence of culture is 

misguided. We simply cannot escape from our particular setting and gain access to an 

objective, transcultural vantage point. All views emerge from a particular location. 

Hence, all theology is, by its very nature as a human enterprise, influenced by its 

cultural context. The quest for a transcultural theology is also theologically and 

biblically unwarranted.
462
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This significant point elicits the heart of the post-conservative reproach of Hodge‘s 

theological method and its contemporary use, what I will call ―the plausibility objection.‖ In 

sum, the ―plausibility objection‖ is the claim that evangelical theological methods reliant on 

an epistemology borne out of the Enlightenment/Modernist historical and intellectual context 

face irrelevance due to the fact that there has been a decisive and momentous intellectual shift 

to that of a postmodern perspective, namely, a post-Enlightenment (and as we will see a 

perceived post-foundationalist) perspective. Failure to recognize such profound intellectual 

and cultural changes is to render one‘s theological method and, correspondingly one‘s 

theology irrelevant and implausible.  

Sherman in his monograph analyzing and commending the need for a ―post-

conservative‖ epistemology succinctly sums up his objection to the Princeton theology: 

―postconservative scholars view such an approach [Old Princeton theology] as practically 

obsolete since it is essentially founded on an increasingly discredited modern philosophical 

system.‖
463

 Sherman goes on to elaborate on the practical implications of such obsolescence: 

If only one thing were to be learned by evangelicals from postmodern philosophy, it 

would be the wisdom of approaching practically every subject with appropriate 

tentativeness and humility – something postconservatives are quick to point out is 

wholly lacking with traditionalist methodology. A case in point involves the general 

equating with both biblical and ―self-evident‖ truth, primarily founded on a general 

acceptance of Scottish Philosophy principles. Part of the problem stems from an 

assumption of complete universality and objectivity of their own thinking; this was in 

contrast to the assumed bias or contradiction of virtually every other alternative 

scheme.
464

 

In fact, it is this very detail of what many post-conservatives consider as typical conservative 

evangelical arrogance and cultural cluelessness that compels post-conservatives to vigorously 

argue and articulate a theology and correspondingly a theological method that is, in their 

estimation, appropriately sensitive to our postmodern milieu, a milieu that takes pluralism 
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very seriously. A, if not the, significant epistemological challenge posed for such a 

theological reconstruction as advocated by post-conservatives, is to engage the pluralism 

characteristic of a postmodern culture, while not succumbing to its relativism.
465

 Whether 

post-conservative efforts are successful in offering a more plausible theology, as represented 

by Grenz and Franke, over and against the traditional model inherited from Hodge will be of 

primary interest in this chapter. 

 REJECTION OF FOUNDATIONALISM 

Central to reconstructing a more plausible theology in a postmodern context is the 

jettisoning of what many post-conservatives maintain is the primary epistemological obstacle 

to plausibility in a postmodern context, foundationalism: 

In understanding theology‘s constructive task as a cultural practice we must avoid a       

foundationalist approach that starts with some complete whole as a given reality 

which theologians in turn simply explicate or on which they erect the theological 

knowledge edifice. Rather, the constructive task of theology emerges out of the 

process of give and take, as participants in the community converse over their shared 

cultural meanings as connected to the symbols they hold in common as Christians.
466

 

Hodge‘s implicit commitment to foundationalism by way of his appropriation of Scottish 

Realism is viewed by many post-conservatives as the great besetting philosophical ‗sin‘ that 

requires revision in light of epistemological sensitivities prompted by current postmodern 

thought. Rodney Clapp in his description of foundationalism avers that the epistemological 
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commitment to foundationalism disallows genuine contextualization of knowledge, including 

theological knowledge: 

Thus ―foundationalism‖ as I am now using the term is characterized by mathematical 

certainty, individualism, and acontextualism: its truths aim to be indubitable and 

precise, along the lines of the geometric or scientific proof, and they are supposedly 

available to rationally able, well-intended individuals quite apart from any particular 

tradition or social context.
467

 

Clapp directly links such foundationalist propensities to the Princetonians‘ embrace of 

Scottish Common Sense Realism, drawing upon the work of George Marsden to establish this 

historical etiology: 

[F]oundationalism as such has long been attractive to North American evangelicals. 

George Marsden‘s Fundamentalism and American Culture abounds with examples of 

how evangelical intellectuals assumed foundationalism as they popularized the 

Common Sense Realism of Thomas Reid. On this account the Princeton theologians 

Hodge, Alexander, and Warfield taught that ―any sane and unbiased person of 

common sense could and must perceive the same things‖ and ―basic truths are much 

the same for all persons in all times and places.‖
468

 

So in summary, proponents of the plausibility objection attribute foundationalism, and 

its corollary propositionalism,
469

 as the modernist epistemological presumption that has been 

inherited by evangelical theology by way of Charles Hodge and the Princetonians.  Adoption 

of this modernist epistemology, in the estimation of these post-conservatives, has made 

evangelical theology not only parochial and insensitive to context and culture, but now 

archaic due to a significant epistemological shift in what is referred to as ―the postmodern 

turn.‖ As summarized by Roger Olson, 
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 [F]oundationalism in evangelical theology represents an accommodation to a passing 

cultural phase – modernity – and a stumbling block to relating theology to 

postmodernity. Even more serious, however, is the rationalistic hubris implicit in 

foundationalism that leads inevitably to doubt when people see that the foundations 

are not as certain as the practitioners claim. 
470

 

 

“POSTMODERN” EPISTEMOLOGY AND FOUNDATIONALISM 

In order to assess the merits of the post-conservative ―plausibility‖ argument, we will 

need to understand how and why precisely foundationalism is viewed as inadequate in a 

postmodern context by post-conservatives and thus in need of replacement.  This requires 

some background as to how foundationalism is to be understood vis-à-vis postmodernism.  

Stanley Grenz‘s definition of postmodernism is notable since he is not only prominent as an 

influential theologian among post-conservatives but also because he has offered a somewhat 

detailed description and analysis of postmodernism in his book A Primer on Postmodernism 

where he makes this salient observation:  

In a sense, postmoderns have no worldview. A denial of the reality of a unified world 

as the object of our perception is at the heart of postmodernism. Postmoderns reject 

the possibility of constructing a single correct worldview and are content simply to 

speak of many views and, by extension, many worlds.
471

 

 

Acknowledging such diversity in postmodernism not only explains the difficulty in 

defining postmodernism but also elucidates a central animadversion by postmodern 

proponents against modernism‘s confident view of knowledge and truth, namely the claim 

that knowledge and truth can be characterized as ―objective‖ propositions. This cynicism is 

captured by Grenz‘s succinct statement that ―Whatever else postmodernism may be, it 
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embodies a rejection of the Enlightenment project, the modern technological ideal, and the 

philosophical assumptions upon which modernism was built.‖
472

 Based on this generalized 

supposition, it would then seem to follow that much of postmodernism‘s polemical effort is 

directed towards undermining, or at the very least, calling into question, the modernist‘s 

search for universal and objective standards of truth and knowledge. This can be seen, for 

example, in post-conservative Philip Kenneson‘s enthusiastic repudiation of ―objectivity‖:  

What I am asking you to do is to try on a different model of truth. Within such a 

 model, truth claims are inseparably bound up with human language and are, therefore, 

 inextricably linked to matters of discernment and judgment, which means they are 

 irreducibly social or communal affairs. Within this model, it makes no sense to speak 

 of either objective truth – ―truth as viewed from nowhere‖ – or subjective truth – 

 ―truth for me.‖
473

  

This rejection of objective and universal criteria for knowledge and truth takes us 

directly to the epistemological debate concerning foundationalism. While there appears to be 

no consensus among postmodern thinkers on most epistemological issues (though this should 

come as no surprise given postmodernism‘s expressed celebration of pluralism)  most, if not 

all, who embrace some version of postmodern thought, hold that foundationalism is no longer 

a viable option. Christian philosopher Nancey Murphy, a leading voice among critics of 

foundationalism and an influential proponent for a more postmodern epistemology among 
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post-conservatives, points out what she takes to be the inherent flaw in foundationalist 

epistemologies as exemplified by Enlightenment philosophy: 

Foundationalist philosophers have pursued two broad strategies in seeking categories 

of beliefs suited to serve as justification for the rest of knowledge. We can call these 

the empiricist and rationalist strategies.  . . . there is a corollary of Murphy‘s Law 

working against the foundationalist epistemologist: whenever one finds a suitably 

indubitable beliefs to serve as a foundation, they will always turn out to be useless for 

justifying any interesting claims; beliefs that are useful for justifying other claims will 

always turn out not to be indubitable, and in fact will be found to be dependent upon 

the structure they are intended to justify.
474

 

To help understand postmodernism‘s broad antipathy toward foundationalism and 

such epistemic notions as objective and universal propositions, a brief explication of 

foundationalism as an epistemological account of achieving knowledge is in order. In short, 

foundationalism is a particular epistemological strategy for grounding beliefs in ways that 

make them rationally justified and legitimately described as being knowledge. Those 

adhering to some form of foundationalism classify all beliefs that are for the knower 

rationally justified (or warranted) as belonging to one of two categories: ―basic beliefs‖ and 

inferred (or non-basic) beliefs.
475

 ―Basic beliefs‖ are usually defined as those beliefs which 

are in some sense self-evident or self-presenting to the knower (e.g. ‗I am being appeared to 

redly‘ in a perceptual experience of seeing a red ball) and therefore are not inferred from any 

prior justified belief. In contrast, ―non-basic beliefs‖ are those beliefs that are rationally 

justified either directly or indirectly from other beliefs that are ultimately grounded in basic 

belief(s).
476

  

                                                           
474

 Murphy, Beyond Liberalism and Fundamentalism, 90. Murphy’s preferred epistemology is what she calls a 
‘Quinean holism,’ for an articulation of her epistemology and its theological and philosophical implications, see 
Murphy, Anglo-American Postmodernity inter alia. 
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Foundationalism as an epistemic strategy has been forged in response to skepticism 

which often challenges the grounds for our knowledge claims.
477

 Philosopher Louis Pojman 

delineates four possible responses to the skeptic in terms of providing grounds for having 

knowledge:
478

 

 [R1]: My belief is inferred from another belief which is not itself justified. 

 

[R2] My belief is justified by another belief B which is justified by belief C and so on 

ad infinitum. 

[R3] My belief A is justified by another belief B which is justified by belief  C which 

in turn is  eventually justified by belief A (i.e. my initial belief). 

[R4] My belief is justified by belief B  which is based on a foundational belief that 

requires no further justification. 

These four possible resolutions represent three basic approaches to epistemic justification and 

their respective theories of knowledge. [R1] suggests that all of our beliefs are ultimately 

unjustified calling into question any prospect of knowledge; such a perspective ultimately 

results in skepticism. [R2] depicts knowledge and justification as being infinite in nature; this 

too seems highly implausible given the finite nature of our epistemological capacities and 

abilities and so likewise encourages skepticism. [R3] understands justification and the 

resultant view of knowledge as that of being circular in nature. This conception of 

justification and knowledge is often called ―The Coherence Theory‖ and is the main 

epistemological alternative to foundationalism. The ―Coherence theory of justification‖ is 

especially popular among those who would identify themselves as postmodern, though not all 

proponents of coherentism are sympathetic with postmodern approaches to knowledge and 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
also Paul Moser et al, The Theory of Knowledge: A Thematic Introduction, (Oxford: Oxford Univ. Press, 1998), 
chap. 5. 
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Pojman, What Can We Know?, 20-40; Barry Stroud, The Significance of Philosophical Scepticism (Oxford: 
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justification.
479

 Finally, [R4] is the foundationalist solution to understanding how one‘s 

beliefs are justified. For the foundationalist, the key to resolving the whole problem of 

skepticism and establishing what is needed in justifying one‘s beliefs so as to merit 

knowledge is to identify certain beliefs that would qualify as being ―properly basic.‖ The 

problem for the foundationalist has been and continues to be proposing ―properly basic 

beliefs‖ that would be universally recognized as legitimate and sufficient as grounds for 

sustaining the whole of one‘s set of beliefs. The fact that there has never emerged a 

consensus as indicated by the ongoing debate between empiricists and rationalists on what 

qualifies as ―properly basic beliefs,‖ and whether such beliefs can provide the level of 

certainty as initially sought by Descartes has provided much ammunition for critics of 

foundationalism.
480

  

 One other alternative not captured by the preceding analysis ought to be mentioned 

given its prominence in postmodern circles and that is the ―Pragmatic‖ theory of justification. 

Unlike the aforementioned attempts to address the skeptic‘s challenge, the pragmatist 

declines to provide rational justification for one‘s beliefs and instead appeals to how one‘s 

belief satisfies some practical requirement or concern. To state it abstractly, ‗I know p 
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because it works‘.
481

 Thus pragmatic theories of truth and justification can be, though not 

necessarily, an attempt to avoid foundationalism and skepticism both.
482

  

 Prior to the emergence of postmodernism,
483

 foundationalism had been the dominant, 

if not assumed, perspective throughout the history of Western philosophy beginning with 

Aristotle‘s Posterior Analytics.
484

 But with the inability to offer a convincing account of what 

constitutes ―properly basic beliefs‖ that would satisfy a wide spectrum of thinkers and 

achieve something of a consensus, there is a growing perception that foundationalism, 

especially of the Cartesian variety, is on the wane, if not in fact,  dead.
485

 In fact, some 

philosophers have heralded the ―death of foundationalism‖ as marking the beginning of the 

postmodern shift due to the perception that foundationalism has failed to provide universally 

recognized set of ―properly basic beliefs‖ upon which the whole edifice of knowledge can be 

sustained in a way that satisfies the critics. This, in the eyes of many postmodern enthusiasts, 
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 For a classic statement affirming pragmatism as a preferred alternative, see Richard Rorty, “Pragmatism, 
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has resulted in the demise of ‗the Enlightenment project‘. Christian philosopher Nicholas 

Wolterstorff is widely cited in his pronouncement: ―On all fronts foundationalism is in bad 

shape. It seems to me that there is nothing to do but give it up for mortally ill and learn to live 

in its absence. Theorizing is without a foundation of indubitable.‖
486

 

 For those with postmodern sympathies, the ―death‖ of foundationalism is celebrated 

as an opportunity to get out from under modernism‘s arrogant and often repressive 

intellectual hegemony.
487

 We will not explore the rather nuanced and detailed debate 
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 ed.  (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans Pub. Co., 
1976), 56 cited by Grenz and Franke, Beyond Foundationalism, 38 inter alia. This quotation from Wolterstorff is 
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surrounding foundationalism in contemporary epistemology; these matters get fairly technical 

and require elaborate discussion which would take us far beyond the purview of our specific 

interests.
488

 It is sufficient for our present purposes to merely note that the perceived failure 

of foundationalism as a model for knowledge and truth has served to encourage the embrace 

of alternative epistemologies, particularly non-foundationalist models.  This supposed 

repudiation of foundationalism has not only profoundly shaped many postmodern 

sympathizers and post-conservative conceptions of what constitutes knowledge and truth  but 

also has engendered antipathy towards the use of Hodge and any other theologian who  is 

viewed as being reliant on foundationalist epistemological commitments. This attitude is 

well-represented and succinctly summed up by Grenz and Franke among post-conservatives: 

―Above all, however, postmodern, chastened rationality entails the rejection of 

epistemological foundationalism.‖
489

 

POST-FOUNDATIONALISM AND THEOLOGICAL METHOD 

 This rejection of a foundationalist epistemology underscores for many post-

conservatives the urgency for reconstructing one‘s theological method.  One‘s epistemology 

will invariably shape both one‘s conception and subsequent use of Scripture in the context of 

doing theology. So a rejection of foundationalism as a plausible epistemology inexorably has 

implications for our understanding and use of Scripture with attendant implications for 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
evangelical reliance on foundationalism, Olson offers as a contrast: “Postconservatives are wary of this 
methodology because it tends to replace the biblical narrative and the Spirit speaking through Scripture with a 
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religion that proclaims faith and belief? And it prematurely closes the system to revision and reconstruction, 
which means closure to reform. Such foundationalist systems of belief can hardly be kept open to reform in 
light of new visions of the mosaic or new insights from biblical study or from culture.” (149) 
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theological method. This prompts what may be categorized as a proposed post-foundational 

contextual model of theological method. As described by Steven B. Sherman: 

Some evangelical scholars became convinced that the Enlightenment foundation 

(working to support Christian theology and theological knowledge claims) was 

beginning to crumble. For them, a postfoundationalist apologetic – emphasizing the 

primacy of the gospel metanarrative – would be the best and possibly only recourse. 

The knowledge of God, rather than primarily a matter for scientific and evidentialist 

argumentation, must now be envisioned in holistic, communal, and personal terms.
490

 

Additionally, as previously noted, the ability to engage culture, especially a 

postmodern culture, is viewed by many post-conservatives as a critical element to developing 

a plausible theology. This can be observed in Grenz‘s own systematic theology, Theology for 

the Community of God, where he highlights the priority of practicality as necessary for 

cultural engagement:  

The importance of the Christian community to the faith and identity of believers has 

important implications for our understanding of the nature of theology. Theology 

fulfills a role in the life of the people of God. Its purpose is ultimately ―practical‖; it is 

related to Christian life and practice. The biblical narrative forms the foundation for a 

conceptual framework by means of which we view ourselves and our experience of 

the world. Theologians function within the context of the Christian community by 

articulating the conceptual framework and belief structure we share.
491

 

This practical orientation profoundly informs Grenz‘s emphasis on cultural engagement since 

in Grenz‘s (and Franke‘s) understanding, theology is of necessity ―socially constructed‖:  

 If people inhabit a ―socially constructed reality,‖ as sociologists such as Berger and 

Luckmann suggest, culture must become a crucial tool in this aspect of theological 

work. . . . Doing so, however, necessitates that we conceptualize and articulate 

Christian beliefs—the gospel—in a manner that contemporary people can understand. 

. . . Viewed from this perspective, the task of theology includes ―understanding the 

times‖ to assist the community of Christ in living as a gospel people in the wider 

contemporary social context and proclaiming the gospel message in that context.
492
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In addition to culture providing a context which shapes, even determines, our conceptual 

activities, including theology, culture also serves as the medium for mission as the 

community seeks to model the ―kingdom of God‖ to an unbelieving world.  

Christians are not called to be a group that exists over against the rest of humankind. 

In fact, they are not called to be anything but truly human. Consequently, in engaging 

in the cultural task of meaning making, throughout its history the church has readily 

appropriated elements from the social contexts—the cultures—in which it found 

itself. In short, Christians are co-participants with people around them in an ongoing 

conversation about what it means to be human. What makes this particular group 

unique — that is, what makes it uniquely ―Christian‖— is the participants‘ desire to 

engage this process from a particular vantage point, namely, that of viewing all things 

in connection to the God of the Bible who they believe is revealed supremely in Jesus 

Christ.
493

 

With this emphasis on culture and ―conversation,‖ this naturally raises the question of 

how do post-conservatives address the plurality of perspectives in the context of such 

conversations, especially against the backdrop of a revised conception of knowledge and its 

implications for Scripture. As we have previously noted, the claim of a universal and 

unchanging theology is rejected by many post-conservatives, prompting the question: how do 

post-conservatives respond to pluralism in terms of offering a theological method more 

plausible than the one represented by Hodge? Franke explicitly rejects what he takes to be the 

traditional conservative response to pluralism given its reliance on modernist epistemological 

assumptions: 

If the approach of cultural relativism falls prey to taking pluralism so seriously that it 

discounts the idea of ultimate truth, other ways of thinking about truth do not take 

pluralism seriously enough. In these approaches, nothing is interpretation; everything 

is black and white; my way, not your way; our way, not their way. Such conceptions 

of truth deny the interpretive and contextual character of human knowledge and run 

the risk of blurring the distinction between God and ourselves.
494
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The perceived inability of conservative evangelical theology to meaningfully 

converse with the broader culture is taken by Franke and other post-conservatives as so 

debilitating that conservative theology is judged as historically interesting, but of little 

practical value. So in Franke‘s analysis, the traditional evangelical appeal to timeless and 

universal theological truths is just as ill-conceived as the claims of cultural relativism. In 

contradistinction to objectivist approaches to ―truth,‖ Franke proposes in his book Manifold 

Witness: The Plurality of Truth that by acknowledging our contextuality we need not 

embrace a relativistic conclusion: 

Just because human knowledge and perceptions of truth are always formed in the 

midst of particular situations does not mean that ultimate truth does not exist. Radical 

cultural relativism arises not from the interpretive and situated character of all human 

thought but rather from the assumption that there is no comprehensive knower whose 

knowledge is the truth.
495

 

Franke then explains: 

In this framing, all human knowledge is understood as finite and limited, that is to 

say, it is situated in particular circumstances, and these circumstances have a 

significant effect on the character and content of that knowledge. Only the living God 

has knowledge that transcends the limitations of time and place that are characteristic 

of finitude. From the perspective of Christian faith, with its conviction that God has 

been revealed in the person of Jesus Christ, we can affirm the reality of ultimate or 

transcendent truth even as we acknowledge the interpretive character of human 

knowledge. At the same time, by virtue of the grace of divine revelation, we are able 

to know something about reality even if we cannot know it exhaustively or 

perfectly.
496

 

Therefore, the way to respond to pluralism while avoiding cultural relativism, according to 

Franke, is to affirm that only God possesses transcendent truth; for epistemically erratic and 

finite humans, only particularized perceptions of truth can be known by means of divine 

revelation, namely the person of Jesus Christ.
497

 Whether Franke‘s proposal and other similar 
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attempts by post-conservatives are successful in their attempts to positively engage a 

postmodern culture that seems to celebrate pluralism and relativism will be addressed later, 

but it is important to recognize that the potential epistemological pitfalls of pluralism, namely 

relativism, are acknowledged rather than embraced by post-conservative thinkers.
498

  

  This then yields the question of how post-conservatives in their efforts to be 

contextual and relevant conceive of Scripture relative to theological method, to be more 

precise, how is Scripture to be utilized given a non-foundationalist epistemology? In acceding 

to the general postmodern critique of theological realism,
499

 Grenz and Franke urge us to 

rethink the role of Scripture in formulating our theology. In their advocacy of a more 

postmodern theological method, they try to allay any fears that this method results in the 

forsaking of biblical authority.
500

 Instead, post-conservatives urge a re-visioning of what the 

authority of Scripture looks like given a postmodern context: 

The declaration that our final authority is the Spirit speaking through scripture does 

not vitiate against acknowledging that the Bible remains scripture apart from our 

personal hearing of the Spirit‘s voice through it. On the contrary, the Bible‘s status as 

scripture is not dependent on whether or not we individually acknowledge the Spirit‘s 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
– that is shaped by the conditions and situations from which it emerges. No ideas are simply neutral and 
objective since all are formed by particular circumstances related to both the formation of the ideas and the 
uses to be made of them. . . . Knowledge is never simply objective, if by ‘objective’ we mean knowledge that is 
not influenced by the circumstances that surround it.” (Franke, Manifold Witness, 14). This evinces a common 
confusion concerning the epistemological notion of objectivity that is not confined to just post-conservatives. 
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voice speaking through scripture. Rather, the Bible remains objectively scripture 

because it is the book of the church.
501

 

Thus, on Grenz and Franke‘s conception of Scripture and its authority, what 

ultimately gives the Scripture authority is the Church‘s recognition of the Spirit‘s ―use‖ of 

Scripture in the context of the life of Church, specifically, the Spirit speaking through the 

medium of Scripture to the community of faith. On this account, authority is not to be directly 

located in divinely revealed propositions as advocated by Hodge and his theological method 

nor in the liberal tradition‘s appeal to a common religious experience (―subjectivism‖ a la 

Schleiermacher), but in the communal experience of the Spirit speaking in and to the present 

community whose identity is grounded in the ‗story‘ of Scripture.  This highlights the role of 

the community as being of paramount importance to one‘s conception of biblical authority, 

(and in stark contrast to modernism‘s exaltation of the individual): 

In contrast to radical individualism with its loss of the social self, the new 

communitarians emphasize the importance of the social unit for certain crucial aspects 

of human existence. Thus, the community is integral to epistemology. 

Communitarians argue that we can no longer hold to the modern epistemological 

paradigm that focuses on the self-reflective, autonomous subject, for the knowing 

process is dependent on a cognitive framework mediated to the individual by the 

community. This critique forms the basis for the replacement of the individualistic, 

foundationalist rationalism of modernism with an understanding of knowledge and 

belief that views them socially and linguistically constitute.
502

 

This conception of ―community‖ is particularly indebted to the insights of sociologists Peter 

Berger and Thomas Luckmann and the development of their ‗social construct‘ theory: 

But how does this relate to an objective reality beyond our linguistic constructs? 

There is, of course, a certain undeniable givenness to the universe apart from the 

human linguistic-constructive task. To assume that this observation is sufficient to 

relegate all the talk of social construction to the trash heap, however, is to miss the 

point. The simple fact is, we do not inhabit the ―world-in-itself‖; instead, we live in a 

                                                           
501

 Grenz and Franke, Beyond Foundationalism, 68. [Italics Original] 
 
502

 Grenz and Franke, Beyond Foundationalism, 209. In their definition and elucidation of “community” Grenz 
and Franke draw heavily from the social sciences, see chapter 7 of Beyond Foundationalism for more detail. 



204 
 

linguistic world of our own making. As Berger and Luckmann note, human reality is 

―socially constructed reality.‖
503

 

Based on this social-linguistic construction thesis, Grenz and Franke specifically attribute the 

‗social construction‘ of reality to the activity of the Spirit in the community via Scripture: 

 Through the appropriated biblical text, the Spirit forms in us a communal interpretive 

framework that creates a new world. The Spirit leads us to view ourselves and all 

reality in light of an unabashedly Christian and specifically biblical interpretive 

framework so that we might thereby understand and respond to the challenges of life 

in the present as the contemporary embodiment of a faith community that spans the 

ages.  At times, this occurs as we simply read our situation through the lenses of the 

paradigmatic narratives of Scripture. At other times, we look to the more general 

beliefs, concepts, and values we find disclosed through the texts. In either case, by 

leading us to view life in the present through the lenses of a biblically based 

interpretive framework, the Spirit creates in the present a foretaste of the future, 

eschatological world and constitutes us as the eschatological people who serve as a 

sign pointing to the eschatological community.
504

 

 

For Grenz and Franke, like many postmoderns and post-conservatives, this ‗sociology of 

knowledge‘ is a fundamental assumption and conviction that is confirmed by the plurality 

and diversity of religious perspectives and theological convictions on a broad scale.
505

 Based 

on this social dimension in relation to Scripture, post-conservatives view the narrative of 

Scripture as playing a substantial, if not the primary, role in integrating these various 

elements of post-foundationalist epistemology, community, and culture. As Roger Olson 

explains: 
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 Narrative theology ties in with postconservative theology‘s conviction that revelation 

is more about transformation than information, although it contains the latter. 

According to narrative theology in all its varieties, humans‘ lives and especially their 

spiritual lives are changed by stories more than by information. . . . To be Christian is 

to be caught up in that story and indwell it – which is much more than merely learning 

some facts about it.
506

 

Thus for post-conservatives, it is this conception and use of ―narrative‖ that effectuates 

identity and constitutes meaning for the community:  

The community‘s constitutive narrative, then, stretches from the primal past to the 

ideal future. As this overarching, ―cosmic‖ story, the narrative provides a transcendent 

vantage point for life in the here and now. It bestows a qualitative meaning on life, on 

time and space, and on community members as they inhabit their world. The recited 

narrative offers a plausible explanation of present existence, for it provides the 

overarching theme through which members of the community can view their lives and 

the present moment in history as a part of the stream of time that transcends every 

particular ―now.‖
507

 

Therefore, what confers authority upon the Scripture in the post-conservative account is that 

it provides a ‗plausible narrative‘ that is recognized by the community of faith in virtue of the 

fact that the narrative itself provides meaning and purpose not only to the community of faith, 

that is the church, but also to the individual believer.  In the view of many post-conservatives, 

‗Scripture as narrative‘ provides a more amenable understanding of Scripture  that accords 

with postmodern perspectives on truth and reality than Hodge‘s or the traditional Evangelical 

emphasis on Scripture as containing inerrant propositional truths— an understanding 

dependent on a modernist understanding of truth and realism.
508
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BENEFITS OF A POST-CONSERVATIVE METHOD 

In their recommendation of post-conservative theology, Grenz and Franke maintain 

that this more postmodern approach to doing theology enjoys a number of benefits that make 

it superior to the older modernist models of authority and trustworthiness— particularly the 

Princetonian model as articulated by Charles Hodge. First, the post-conservative approach 

overcomes the difficulties and intellectual stalemate that has characterized the debate over 

biblical inerrancy. In fact, this stalemate, according to Grenz and Franke, is really the 

consequence of the modernist insistence for objective certainty in one‘s knowledge claims, 

including theological knowledge.  Since postmodern philosophers have shown that such 

certainty, universality, and objectivity are chimeras, that is, impossible given our epistemic 

situatedness, such a stalemate offers no hope of resolution showing the futility of modernist 

epistemological assumptions. The post-conservative model offers a way to escape this futility 

by shifting the center of our epistemic focus away from propositions to communal paradigms 

leading to a revision and new conception of biblical authority and trustworthiness; namely, 

that of the Spirit speaking through the biblical narrative to community; thus providing a more 

plausible approach amenable to postmodern sensibilities.
509

  

Second and related to this first benefit, the post-conservative model provides a context 

for understanding our identity as Evangelicals, namely as ‗people of the Word‘. As one 

recognizes the communal nature of knowledge, the value of community, and the narrative 

function of Scripture — all of these elements together provide a context for developing our 

sense of identity as Evangelicals. This is an especially important consideration given the 
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increasingly difficult challenges for group identity and a sense of community posed by 

religious diversification and pluralism, which is openly celebrated by contemporary 

American culture.
510

  

Third, the post-conservative model, in the estimation of its proponents, provides an 

understanding of biblical authority that is plausible to the postmodern mindset, especially in 

conversing with post-moderns who are cynical about absolute claims of truth and knowledge. 

In stark contrast, conservative appeals to biblical inerrancy with its corollary of 

foundationalism and implicit endorsement of certain and objective truths are undermined by 

apparent, even if not legitimate, discrepancies in the biblical text which are further 

complicated by complex hermeneutical queries that often result in diverse interpretations of 

the same text, even by those who share a common conviction in the primacy and truthfulness 

of Scripture. Thus Roger Olson maintains that emphasis on and appeal to an inerrant biblical 

text is ultimately misguided since such a supposition rests on an implicit foundationalist 

epistemology that is not embraced by postmodern thinkers, who instead seek narratives to 

provide meaning for their lives: 

The problem is that such indubitable foundations yielding rational certainty are 

nowhere to be found in the postmodern world; we now know that all knowledge arises 

within and hangs on beliefs shaped by perspectives shared by communities created by 

stories and traditions. 
511

 

Moreover, Grenz and Franke urge us to recognize the benefits of embracing the communal 

and narrative aspects of the ‗Spirit speaking‘ through Scripture. This shift in emphasis from 
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assertion of certain propositional truths to a communal narrative provides a means of cultural 

relevance that encourages ―conversation‖ rather than polemical exchange. 
512

 

  

ASSESSING THE MERITS OF A POST-CONSERVATIVE METHOD 

There is much food for thought in these reflections and recommendations. Certainly I 

would agree that there is much benefit to be gained in considering a number of the post-

conservative criticisms and proposals. Specifically, I find their analysis of the contemporary 

theological and cultural climate and detailed considerations of such topics as community, the 

narrative dimension of theology, and the need for humble and thoughtful engagement of 

culture insightful and beneficial. But is the post-conservative proposal for an alternative non-

foundationalist epistemology in the end more ‗plausible‘ than the traditional ‗Princetonian‘ 

approach given our postmodern context? I will contend that the answer to this central 

question is less than decisively in favor of the post-conservative proposed alternative and 

arguably ‗no‘. 

For purposes of brevity, I will briefly identify what I take to be three interrelated 

weighty epistemological problems with the postconservative model that call into question its 

purported epistemic superiority: pluralism, linguistic constructivism, and their construal of 

foundationalism.  Since for many post-conservatives plausibility and contextual 

considerations weigh heavy in their evaluation and implementation of theological method, 

these problems should at the very least caution simply rejecting wholesale the more 

traditional approaches (like Hodge‘s) and embracing post-modern epistemic strategies.  

The first problem concerns the post-conservative appeal to ―community‖ as a way to 

engage the difficult issue of pluralism. As noted, post-conservatives acknowledge that 

pluralism is not only a characteristic of our present postmodern context, but also a potent 
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problem. Stanley Grenz confronts this problem directly in an essay titled ―The Universality of 

the ‗Jesus-Story‘ and the ‗Incredulity toward Metanarratives‘‖: 

At first glance, it would appear that belief in the universality of the Jesus-story places 

evangelicals in inevitable conflict with the postmodern commitment to cultural 

pluralism. How, then, can evangelicals maintain the claim to universality that lies at 

the heart of their faith in the midst of a pluralistic world? In other words, how does the 

Jesus-story fit – if at all – within a context characterized by ―incredulity toward 

metanarratives‖?
513

 

Grenz summarizes his proposed resolution by appealing to divine intent as narrated by the 

Christian Scriptures and drawing heavily on the notion of community: 

In short, the biblical vision of God at work establishing community is not merely a 

great idea that God devised in all eternity. It is an outworking of God‘s own eternal 

reality. As a result, the human quest for community is not misguided. At its heart it is 

nothing less than  the quest to mirror in the midst of all creation the eternal reality of 

God and thereby to be the imago Dei. In this manner, the Christian vision stands as 

the fulfillment of the human religious impulse.
514

 

Appealing to ―the biblical vision‖ and based on his heavily ramified conception of 

community (as we have discussed), Grenz offers this proposal as his response to pluralism: 

The Christian witness in the world is based on the universal intention of God‘s 

activity in human history. Inherent in the Christian vision is a claim to universality. 

Christians declare that the particular vision of God‘s purposes embodied in the Jesus-

story is not intended merely for one particular tribe. Rather, it constitutes the divine 

goal for all humankind. Furthermore, this divinely given telos is the unity of 

humankind in fellowship with the Father through the Son by the Spirit (Eph. 4:4-6), 

which is the fulfillment of the quest for fullness of community found within particular 

religious narratives and actualized to varying degrees within particular religious 

traditions. Commitment to the vision of an eschatologically oriented, universally 

directed program of the God of the Bible leads Christians to see themselves as elect 

for the sake of the world. Ultimately, therefore, the universality of the Jesus-story 

comes into view as the believing community bears witness to the gospel as an act of 

worship offered to God on behalf of, and for the sake of, all humankind.
515
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We can see how previously described elements of Grenz‘s proposed reconstruction of 

theology come into play in this proposal, but one wonders if there are any distinctly 

postmodern elements that contribute to resolving this pluralistic conundrum.  Specifically, are 

there any details of the proposed account cited above that would be rejected by Charles 

Hodge due to his putative modernist commitments? It is hard to see where, except possibly 

the optimism displayed by Grenz in regard to role of other religious traditions.
516

 Moreover, 

one wonders how exactly Grenz‘s appeal to the ‗universality of the Jesus-story‘ is any 

different than Hodge‘s reliance on ―timeless‖ and ―universal‖ first principles, and especially 

how that squares with Grenz‘s objections to universal claims outside of particular and 

contextualized theological perspectives. Essentially, if postmodern attitudes are accurately 

captured by ‗incredulity towards metanarratives‘, in what way is Grenz‘s account not an 

appeal to a ‗metanarrative‘?
517

  

A further difficulty for Grenz‘s specific analysis and response to pluralism revolves 

around his use of the notion of ―community‖ which does much theoretical heavy-lifting for 

his proposed resolution. The importance of establishing communal identity looms large in 

Grenz‘s (and other post-conservatives‘) analysis as noted in our description. This is reflected 

by the aforementioned concern that many post-conservatives have in terms of establishing 
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their identity as evangelicals, and more broadly defining what evangelicalism is. In an article 

titled ―Die begrentze Gemeinschaft (‗The Boundaried People‘) and the Character of 

Evangelical Theology,‖ Grenz engages the question of evangelical identity in specific 

response to theological debates over ―Open Theism.‖
518

 He attempts to address this very 

question by making the case for conceiving of the Evangelical community as a ―mosaic‖ that 

reflects diversity in our theological understanding and grounding our unity on the common 

experiences that we all share.
519

 By appealing to commonly shared religious experiences 

within the community rather than in doctrinal (read: propositional) consensus, Grenz wants to 

create room for theological diversity. He appeals to the conceptual imagery of a ―mosaic‖ as 

descriptive of the nature of community, which he explicates as being grounded in a common 

religious experience of God, but allowing for diversity in their interpretation of the 

community‘s shared symbols. This ―mosaic‖ metaphor is then contrasted with what he 

construes as the traditional evangelical model of ecclesial identity, namely, a ―boundaried 

people‖ who utilize doctrine to distinguish between those who are ‗in‘ the community and 

those ‗out‘ of the community. 
520

 

But is this appeal to a ―mosaic‖ metaphor rather than the conservative tendency to 

create ‗boundaries‘ sufficient to overcome the challenges presented by pluralism? What 

exactly constitutes the ―common‖ in his appeal to ―common experience‖? These questions 

become even more difficult given the plurality of religious experiences, both in and out of 

evangelicalism. Additionally, can we interpret such experiences without eventually having to 

resort to some sort of propositional claims commonly attributed to modernist epistemological 
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tendencies?  It is hard to see how Grenz‘s proposed solution to pluralism by means of 

communal identity resourced to a post-conservative theology and its attendant epistemology 

avoids the very objective and universal propositions he wishes to deny, or at least minimize. 

Moreover, in responding to the challenge of providing a Christian ‗witness‘ to a 

postmodern culture, Grenz seems to enjoin a strategy of ‗community bearing witness‘ to the 

broader culture. By this he apparently means that the desired end of ―conversion‖ of those 

outside of the community can only come by those ‗outsiders‘ deciding to identify themselves 

with the values and beliefs of the Christian community which is apparently achieved by 

‗immersing‘ oneself into that community.
521

 This approach it seems to me is especially 

problematic given Grenz‘s endorsement of social and linguistic constructivism. If we take the 

post-conservative analysis of the local nature of truth and reality (and language?) at face 

value, such appeals to communities which are socially and linguistically constructed would 

seem to further aggravate, rather than resolve, the contentions and challenge posed by 

proponents of postmodern pluralism and relativism. More precisely, if one‘s theological and 

related ideological commitments are themselves a function of one‘s communal identity and 

socially-constructed world; then what hope is there for someone outside the community to be 

able to understand, let alone adopt such communal ideals and beliefs.
522

  

This prompts serious questions about the appeal to social constructivism, a critical 

presupposition in post-conservative epistemology. Grenz and Franke have drawn heavily 

from Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann‘s book, The Social Construction of Reality to 
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elucidate their conception of social constructivism, but such commitment seems at odds with 

their tacit references to ―givenness‖ that at times they seem to explicitly acknowledge. For 

example, 

There is, of course, a certain undeniable givenness to the universe apart from the 

human linguistic-constructive task. Indeed, the universe predates the appearance of 

humans on earth. To assume that this observation is sufficient to relegate all the talk 

of social construction to the trash heap, however, is to miss the point. The simple fact 

is, we do not inhabit the ―world-in-itself‖; instead, we live in a linguistic world of our 

own making.
523

  

How this acknowledgment of ―undeniable givenness‖ is to be reconciled with the claim that 

―we do not inhabit the ―world-in-itself‖ is not sufficiently explained (and one might query 

further about their references to ―undeniable‖ and ―simple fact‖ as to how these are not 

remnants of modernism). Moreover, this seems like a highly tendentious interpretation of 

Berger and Luckmann who qualify their whole analysis in the book referenced by Grenz and 

Franke with the following disclaimer: ―It is, therefore, important that we clarify at the 

beginning the sense in which we use these terms in the context of sociology, and that we 

immediately disclaim any pretension to the effect that sociology has an answer to these 

ancient philosophical preoccupations.‖
524

   

This post-conservative conception of social constructivism seems to derive in large 

part from their construal of the role language plays within the community leading to a critical 

detail prevalent in post-conservative (and more broadly, post-modern) proposals for theology:  

the complex philosophical issue surrounding the nature and relationship between language 
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and reality.
525

 John Franke delineates what he takes to be the central, if not formative, role 

played by language in terms of communal beliefs: 

We learn to use language and make sense of it in the context of our participation in a 

community of users that are bound together through common social conventions and 

rules of practice. Hence, the world we experience is mediated in and through our use 

of language, meaning that to some extent the limits of our language constitute the 

limits of our understanding of the world. Further, since language is a socially 

constructed product of human construction forged in the context of ongoing 

interactions, conversations, and engagements, words and linguistic conventions do not 

have timeless and fixed meanings that are independent from their particular usages in 

human communities and traditions. In this sense, language does not represent reality 

as much as it constitutes reality.
526

 

This analysis of language vis-à-vis reality, prominent in post-conservative circles, draws 

particular inspiration from philosopher Nancey Murphy‘s efforts to re-construct an 

understanding of language sensitive to postmodern concerns and criticisms.
527

 R. Scott Smith 

in his critique of linguistic constructivism efficiently summarizes Nancey Murphy‘s 

influential description of language vis-à-vis reality: 

It is the belief that we are on the inside of language and cannot escape to know things 

as they are objectively, that is, in an extra-linguistic, mind-independent sense. On this 

view, truth as a matter of correspondence with objective reality is a mistaken notion, 

for we simply cannot know any such thing. If we cannot know things as they are 

objectively, then this position leads to humility in our knowledge claims, and in the 

postmodern climate in much of academia, this is an attractive position to take.
528
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Smith directly rebuts the implication of Murphy‘s claim, namely that ―there are only discrete, 

historically situated languages‖ with the following argument: 

So, what is the relevant community out of which she [Nancey Murphy] writes? It will 

make all the difference, for if there is no essence to language, but only many 

languages; language use makes a given world; and language and world are internally 

related, then there are as many worlds as there are languages. What someone has to 

say is tied to grammar of a particular community. So, it would not be sufficient for her 

to write simply as a Christian, for Christians are quite diverse. There are many 

denominations, along with divisions within each such group.
529

 

If one‘s theology and related plausibility structures are contingent upon communal 

and linguistic constraints, and objective knowledge about reality are in essence denied, then it 

seems hard to conceive on what possible grounds that trans-communal communication is 

even possible, let alone plausible; yet the very essence of the ―plausibility objection‖ that we 

have been exploring in this chapter is predicated on the very notion that ―plausibility‖ at the 

very least involves some level of substantive intellectual interaction between various 

communities. If we grant that there is some common basis for trans-communal 

communication, then, are we not back to some sort of transcendent, objective truth, or at the 

very least, shared universal propositions— the bane of postmodern constructivism? This 

generates a dilemma for the post-conservative contention. If one takes the post-conservative‘s 

contention for constructivism as being unqualified, it then seems hard to avoid conceptual 
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relativism and perhaps anti-realism, even with extensive nuance.   On the other hand, if 

linguistic-social constructivism is to be taken in a mitigated sense, then this would leave 

room for the possibility of universal and timeless propositions, a consideration seemingly at 

odds with post-conservative epistemology, at least given their objections to conservative 

theological methods such as Princetonians.
530

  

Finally, these two problems, pluralism and socio-linguistic constructivism, are 

suggestive of a more ‗foundational‘ issue  (pun intended) with the post-conservative 

―plausibility objection‖ and their proposed alternative, specifically their advocacy for a non- 

or post-foundationalist epistemology on the grounds that ―foundationalism‖ is for all intents 

and purposes obsolete. I contend that in the post-conservative zeal to reject 

foundationalism— given the supposed fatal critiques by post-foundationalist philosophers— 

they have overlooked or just dismissed both the strengths of more moderate versions of 

foundationalism and the weaknesses of the postmodern alternatives— alternatives that in my 

view are even more inimical to a robust and relevant evangelical theology, especially in terms 

of biblical authority and credibility in a postmodern context.  

As previously noted, many post-conservatives have drawn upon Nancey Murphy‘s 

specific criticism of  Hodge‘s ―biblical foundationalism‖ as grounds for not only revising 

their theological prolegomena and the role Scripture plays in that revised methodology but 

also for viewing foundationalism as no longer plausible as an epistemology.
531

 In Beyond 
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Agenda,  91–92; idem, Anglo-American postmodernity: Philosophical Perspectives on Science, Religion, and 
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Foundationalism, Grenz and Franke acknowledge that there are differing types of 

foundationalism, including what they refer to as ―broad‖ foundationalism such that ―nearly 

every thinker is in some sense a foundationalist,‖ but then quickly dismiss these more benign 

versions of foundationalism as irrelevant in reconstructing an epistemology and associated 

theology sufficient for the task of engaging a postmodern culture.
532

 This denial of the 

relevance of ―broad‖ foundationalism for epistemological considerations seems mainly 

motivated by post-conservatives‘ rejection of propositions that possess the epistemic qualities 

of certainty, universality, and objectivity.  Franke explains: 

In philosophical circles, however, foundationalism refers to a much stronger 

epistemological stance than is entailed in this general observation about how beliefs 

intersect. At the heart of the foundationalist agenda is the desire to overcome the 

uncertainty generated by the tendency of fallible human beings to err and the 

inevitable disagreements and controversies that follow. Foundationalists are 

convinced that the only way to solve this problem is to find some universal and 

indubitable means of grounding the entire edifice of human knowledge.
533

 

 

For Franke (and Grenz), the unacceptable problems generated by a specifically modernist 

foundationalism revolve around epistemological commitments to universality, objectivity, 

and certainty.
534

 It is these ideals and commitments which in Franke‘s judgment have spelled 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
Ethics, , 91. For example, Grenz and Franke explicitly reference her analysis in Beyond foundationalism, 34–37 
and in Franke, The Character of Theology, 38–39. 
 
532

Grenz, and Franke, Beyond foundationalism, 29 This point is reiterated (almost word for word) in Franke’s 
The Character of Theology, 26. See also Olson, Reformed and Always Reforming, 146ff.  

533
Franke, The Character of Theology, 26.   

534
 As previously noted, there seems to be no small confusion on what is precisely meant by “objectivity,” 

especially in terms of what post-conservatives object to exactly and how such claims are “modernist.” Are we 
to assume that objectivity as a positive epistemic virtue did not exist until the Enlightenment? This would seem 
to be highly questionable in reading various Christian theologians and philosophers who lived and wrote prior 
to the Enlightenment. For some clarity on what exactly is meant in the claim to have “objective truth,” see 
Smith, Truth and the New Kind of Christian, chap. 9. One could argue that the necessary epistemological 
elements, certainty, objectivity, and universality could be satisfied without adopting a foundationalist 
approach, and certainly there have been efforts in epistemology to make the case for a coherentist and/or 
pragmatic model of epistemic justification as an alternative to a foundationalist approach. But such models as 
noted by epistemologist Bonjour, a former prominent proponent of coherentism, have significant problems, 
which seems corroborated by many non-foundationalists who have eschewed epistemic certainty, and 
significantly modulating, if not outright rejecting epistemic objectivity and universality. See fn. 587 for more 
detail. 
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the demise of the modernist foundationalist enterprise in light of significant scrutiny, 

especially from postmodern thinkers. Thus Franke concludes: ―The heart of the postmodern 

quest for a situated and contextual rationality lies in the rejection of the foundationalist 

approach to knowledge along with its intellectual tendencies.‖
535

 

So what is the proposed post-conservative alternative to a foundationalist 

epistemology?
536

 In Beyond Foundationalism, Grenz and Franke reference the reader to the 

two primary alternatives: coherence and pragmatism. While briefly describing both, they 

seem to opt primarily for a coherentist model, especially drawing upon the work of Wolfhart 

Pannenberg,
537

 but also utilizing insights from pragmatist William James,
538

 Ludwig 
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Franke, The Character of Theology, 27 In his analysis of foundationalism, Franke declares that 
“foundationalism is in dramatic retreat, as its assertions about the objectivity, certainty, and universality of 
knowledge have come under fierce criticism.” (27) To support his point, he then cites John E. Thiel, Merold 
Westphal, J. Wentzel van Huyssteen, and Nicholas Wolterstorff as all concurring that foundationalism is no 
longer plausible as an epistemic strategy. This claim is a reiteration of the same argument found throughout 
Grenz and Franke’s works (See Grenz, and Franke, Beyond Foundationalism, 26, 38; Grenz, Renewing the 
Center, 198) While as just noted, Grenz and Franke have previously acknowledged that there is a legitimate 
distinction to be made between the “broad” sense of foundationalism (which characterizes the structure of 
beliefs of nearly “every thinker”) and a “strong” or “classical” version of foundationalism endemic to the 
Enlightenment and therefore modernism; they do not clarify whether the foundationalism to which all four of 
these thinkers describe as being “mortally ill” (Wolterstorff’s words) is that of the “classical foundationalism” 
variety (to which he attributes to Descartes and other modernists) or the broad version. I contend that Grenz 
and Franke as well as  other postconservatives have badly misread the current state of epistemology with 
respect  to foundationalist strategies, both in terms of comparing Enlightenment versions of foundationalism 
(what is sometimes referred to as “classical foundationalism”) with other versions, especially more recent 
models. It is precisely this lack of clarity between “classical” foundationalism and more modest versions of 
foundationalism that mar the relevance of Grenz and Franke’s critique of foundationalism relative to 
contemporary approaches to theology. 

536
As previously noted, Grenz and Franke acknowledge that not all have rejected foundationalism, going so far 

as to concede that “foundationalist theology is not dead” and that “a large cadre of theological modernists 
appear content to engage in theology in a manner that presupposes the older foundationalist epistemology.” 
(Beyond Foundationalism, 46). Additionally, they do note the work of Reformed Epistemology, specifically the 
work of Alvin Plantinga and Nicholas Wolterstorff, who they admit do not reject foundationalism in toto. But 
then Grenz and Franke proceed to describe Plantinga and Wolterstorff as joining the nonfoundationalists in 
denying “universal human reason” and acknowledging the situatedness and communal roles played by one’s 
epistemic community. Such analysis evinces confusion and lack of clarity on the part of Grenz and Franke in 
terms of interpreting the proposals and agenda of Reformed epistemologists. Moreover, their tendency to 
marginalize proponents of foundationalism to that of “theological modernists” overlooks the fact that there 
are a significant number of philosophers who defend foundationalism without necessarily subscribing to 
modernist epistemological ideals. See fn. 543 for more detail. 

537
 Grenz and Franke, Beyond Foundationalism., 43-45. Grenz explores Pannenberg’s theology and its 

epistemological implications in some detail in Reason for Hope: The Systematic Theology of Wolfhart 
Pannenberg, 2

nd
 ed. (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 2005). We will explore Pannenberg’s 

influence, particularly his role in the innovative concept of “eschatological realism” in the concluding chapter. 
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Wittgenstein,
539

 and George Lindbeck.
540

 The resulting blend of coherence, pragmatism, and 

postliberalism is synthesized in Grenz‘s previously described metaphor of a ―mosaic,‖ a 

metaphor intended to be contrasted with the architectural metaphor of foundationalism: 

The cognitive framework that is ―basic‖ for theology is not a given that precedes the 

theological enterprise; it does not provide the sure foundation on which the 

theological edifice can in turn be constructed. Rather, in a sense the interpretive 

framework and theology are inseparably intertwined. Just as every interpretive 

framework is essentially theological, so also every articulation of the Christian 

cognitive framework comes already clothed in a specific theological understanding. In 

fact, every such articulation is the embodiment of a specific understanding of the 

Christian theological vision; each embodies a specific understanding of the world as it 

is connected to the God of the Bible.
541

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
538

 Grenz and Franke, Beyond Foundationalism, 40-42; note their apparent endorsement and citation of 
pragmatist William James: “*t+he truth of an idea is not a stagnant property inherent in it. Truth happens to an 
idea. It becomes true, is made true by events.” Citing William James, Pragmatism: A New Name for Some Old 
Ways of Thinking, reprint ed. (New York: Longmans, Green and Co., 1928), 200-201. Another evangelical 
theologian who is more emphatic and explicit in his advocacy of a more pragmatic approach in the fashion of 
C.S. Pierce is Amos Yong, see his “The Demise of Foundationalism and the Retention of Truth: What 
Evangelicals Can Learn from C.S. Peirce,” Christian Scholars Review 29, no. 3(Spring 2000): 563-588. 

539
 Grenz and Franke, Beyond Foundationalism 42. The relevance of Wittgenstein seems primarily in the 

acceptance of linguistic constructivism: “Like the move to coherence or pragmatism, adopting the image 
‘language games’ entailed abandoning the correspondence theory of truth. But unlike that earlier move it also 
opened the door for the questioning of metaphysical realism. For the later Wittgenstein, meaning and truth 
are not related-at least not directly or primarily-to an external world of ‘facts’ waiting to be apprehended. 
Instead, they are an internal function of language. Because the many of any statement is dependent on 
context-that is, on the ‘language game’-in which it appears, any sentence has as many meanings as contexts in 
which it is used. Rather than assertions of final truth or truth in any ultimate sense, all our utterances can only 
be deemed ‘true’ within the context of which they are spoken.” The influence of Wittgenstein on postmodern 
and post-conservatives, specifically his conception of language in relation to reality, cannot be understated. As 
previously noted, the complexity of linguistic analysis and particularly the specific contribution of Wittgenstein 
precludes detailed analysis, but will be addressed indirectly and briefly in our evaluation of linguistic 
constructivism below. For more detail on Wittgenstein’s thought and its epistemological implications for 
theology, see D.Z. Phillips, Faith After Foundationalism (London: Routledge, 1988) and especially Nancey 
Murphy’s commendation in “Ludwig Wittgenstein: A Christian in Philosophy” in James Wm. McClendon, Jr. 
Systematic Theology: Witness Vol. 3, 227-305. 

540
 Grenz and Franke, Beyond Foundationalism, 45-46; 51-53. See George A. Lindbeck, The Nature of Doctrine: 

Religion and Theology in a Postliberal Age (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1984), 18. Roger Olson likewise 
draws upon Lindbeck’s categories and analysis in his criticism of “propositionalism” in relation to revelation, 
see Olson, , Reformed and Always Reforming,158-163. Lindbeck’s influence is of particular interest given his 
promotion of a “regulative” view of doctrine bearing strong similarities with Hamilton’s view as discussed in 
chapter four. We will examine Lindbeck’s proposal briefly in the concluding chapter, but note the substantive 
discussions and debate surrounding post-liberalism’s proposal and implications, see Phillips and Okholm, eds., 
The Nature of Confession. 

541
Grenz, and Franke, Beyond foundationalism, 49–50.   
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In contrast to the effort expended in criticizing foundationalism, post-conservatives as a 

whole have seemed to ignore substantial epistemological criticisms of coherentism, 

pragmatism, and semantic theories of truth and the considerable theological baggage that 

comes with adopting any or a synthesis of these models of truth and knowledge.
542

  

All of this presumes that indeed the obituary for foundationalism has been written. 

While it is true that ―foundationalism‖ is no longer the presumed epistemological paradigm 

that it once was, it is far from the case that foundationalism has been thoroughly rejected by 

philosophical consensus. In fact, moderate foundationalism remains a source of lively debate, 

even robustly defended, in contemporary epistemology.
543

 In much of the writings of post-

conservatives, there is little to no evidence of interaction with the works of contemporary 

epistemologists who articulate and defend post-Enlightenment versions of foundationalism, 
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This has prompted D.A. Carson in his review of Grenz’s Renewing the Center to make an observation that 
seems applicable to post-conservatives in general: “He is utterly unable to detect any weakness in postmodern 
epistemology, and therefore all of his prescriptions for the future assume the essential rightness of 
postmodernism. Postmodernism has displaced modernism: the latter is so wrong Grenz can say almost nothing 
good about it, and the former is so right Grenz can say almost nothing bad about it. The approach is like a 
1950s western: there are light hats and dark hats, and everywhere the reader knows in advance which side is 
going to win” (Carson, “Domesticating the Gospel: a Review of Grenz’s Renewing the Center”  In Reclaiming 
the Center: Confronting Evangelical Accomodation in Postmodern Times, eds. M. Erickson, P. K. Helseth, and J. 
Taylor. [Wheaton, Illinois: Crossway Books], 45). For further scrutiny  of postmodern conceptions of truth, see 
Douglas Groothuis, Truth Decay:Defending Christianity Against the Challenges of Postmodernism(Downers 
Grove: InterVarsity Press, 2000); idem, “Truth Defined and Defended” in Reclaiming the Center, chap. 3; Smith, 
Truth and the New Kind of Christian; and Plantinga, Warrant:The Current Debate, chap. 4; idem, Warranted 
Christian Belief, chap. 13. In fairness to post-conservatives, a criticism similar to Carson’s could be made about 
many “traditionalists” who at times seem blissfully unaware of their dependence on modernist notions of 
truth and knowledge that are likewise susceptible to criticism – both philosophical and theological. 

543
 See for instance, Resurrecting Old-Fashioned Foundationalism, ed. Michael R. Depaul (Lanham, Maryland: 

Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2001). As the editor philosopher Michael Depaul notes in the opening of the 
Preface: “Epistemic foundationalism has been subjected to various and furious assaults. It is easy to find 
authors discussing the implications of foundationalism’s collapse. So one who has a passing familiarity with the 
recent literature in philosophy and related disciplines might easily get the impression that foundationalism is 
dead. But foundationalism is alive and well; indeed, at least within Anglo-American analytic philosophy, I think 
it is safe to say that it remains the dominant position.” (vii.) To cite just a few examples of contemporary 
foundationalist proponents; see Alvin Plantinga, Warrant and Proper Function (Oxford: Oxford Univ. Press, 
1993); idem, Warranted Christian Belief (Oxford: Oxford Univ. Press, 2000); Robert Audi, The Structure of 
Justification (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 1993); William Alston, A Realist Conception of Truth (Ithaca: 
Cornell Univ. Press, 1996); See Roderick Chisholm, The Foundations of Knowing, (Sussex: The Harvester Press, 
1982); Robert Audi, op.cit.; William Alston, Epistemic Justification, (Ithaca: Cornell Univ. Press, 1989); Paul 
Moser, Knowledge and Evidence, (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 1989); For a survey of recent 
formulations of  foundationalism see Timm Triplett, “Recent Work on Foundationalism” American 
Philosophical Quarterly 27 no.2 (April 1990): 93-116.  
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with the exception of brief interaction with ―Reformed Epistemology.‖
544

 Given the 

prominence and dependence upon post-foundationalist strategies in the epistemological 

framework of post-conservatives and their stated preference for a non-foundational 

epistemology, such an omission is noteworthy.
545

  

So as we have seen, post-conservatives have been quick to dismiss the possibility that 

a foundationalist approach to theology could still be viable, even within the context of a 

postmodern climate.  But in the face of pluralism and diversity of epistemological 

perspectives characteristic of postmodernity, to countenance non-foundationalist approaches 

to knowledge, theological knowledge included, to the disregard of plausible foundationalist 

approaches appears short-sighted.
546

  Similar to the problems posed by linguistic 
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 Grenz and Franke, Beyond Foundationalism, 47.  As Millard J. Erickson observes, there is little to no 
indication that Grenz, Franke, (and I would add, many other post-conservatives) have sought to familiarize 
themselves with the broader epistemological discussions of foundationalism given the absence of references 
to those advocating for more refined versions of foundationalism. (See Millard J. Erickson, “On Flying in 
Theological Fog,” in Reclaiming the Center, 330-332). Moreover, it seems to be just assumed that since Hodge 
and the other Princetonians are products of the Enlightenment, then their foundationalism likewise is of the 
“classical” foundationalist variety. Such a presumption is explicitly entertained by Nancey Murphy’s narrative, 
but she offers no explicit and substantive evidence that such was the case. As noted in the previous chapter, 
claims of Hodge’s epistemology being unduly influenced by modernism often fail to factor in his commitment 
to Augustine and the Reformed theological tradition. 

545
 A couple of further points are in order. First, it is common for contemporary critics of foundationalism to 

target Descartes’ particular version of foundationalism, often termed “classical foundationalism.” While I think 
that Descartes particular rendition of foundationalism is fair game for criticism, the problem is that this 
presumes that the same objections and defeaters that rebut Cartesian classical foundationalism will also 
defeat the formulations of contemporary foundationalists. Such a presumption ignores the fact that 
contemporary formulations of foundationalism have been sensitive to various objections raised against the 
earlier Cartesian version (and other early versions of foundationalism). Critics of foundationalism, including 
many post-conservatives have typically identified three critical issues involving foundationalism: objectivity, 
certainty, and universality. Recent reformulations of foundationalism resulting in a more modest 
foundationalism has tended to downplay the epistemic characteristic of certainty, while still allowing for 
objectivity and universality, but in a qualified sense that requires more elaboration and explanation than can 
be afforded here. Consult the previous works cited in fn. 543 for a detailed explanation and sustained defense 
of a moderate foundationalism. The important point to be considered here is that much of these criticisms 
raised against foundationalism while successful against earlier versions of foundationalism, particularly of the 
Cartesian variety, are less relevant and less successful to more recent modified versions which are more 
moderate in their claims. For more on the credibility of the criticisms raised by post-conservatives, see J.P. 
Moreland and Garrett DeWeese, “The Premature Report of Foundationalism’s Demise” in Reclaiming the 
Center, chap. 4. 

546
 A particularly insightful point made against Nancey Murphy’s insistence on a non-foundationalist model of 

theology by J. Wentzel van Huyssteen exemplifies the challenge for non-foundationalism. In “Is the 
Postmodernist Always a Postfoundationalist? Nancey Murphey’s Lakatosian Model for Theology” (in Essays in 
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constructivism, if plausibility is to be construed as a trans-communal criterion, then are we 

not slipping back into some sort of foundationalist notion? If we are unable to transcend our 

local and contextual theological communities, what is the point (or perhaps, the meaning) of 

―plausibility‖?  So, ironically, post-conservative appeals to non-foundationalist 

epistemological strategies seem to encourage isolation rather than cultural engagement by 

restricting theological reflection to the confines of self-imposed communal narratives and 

language games in their efforts to avoid foundationalist propositions.   

Finally, post-conservative claims that foundationalism no longer retains plausibility in 

the broader intellectual culture is directly contradicted, as previously mentioned, by 

foundationalist philosophers who are acknowledged not only  in isolated foundationalist 

enclaves but widely heeded, even by postmodern thinkers. To give just one example, 

Christian philosopher Alvin Plantinga, whose current epistemological reflections have not 

only captured the attention of those sympathetic to his Reformed Epistemology, but has 

garnered the respect of even those who display postmodern propensities.
547

 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
Postfoundationalist Theology [Grand Rapids.: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1997], 73-90), Van 
Huyssteen, while sympathetic to Murphy’s postfoundational efforts, offers an incisive criticism specifically 
concerning her inclusion of belief in God as one of her “hard core beliefs” within her Lakatosian model of 
competing “research programs”: “The inclusion of God in the hard core of a research program is therefore not 
only inconsistent with the rejection of a qualified form of critical realism. It could also reveal a retreat to an 
esoteric fideist commitment that might firmly bar the way of theology to reality about which it proposes to 
make statements. In the extreme form of this view, religious beliefs have no need for explanatory support and 
can in the end be seen as just part of a groundless language game. However, when theological beliefs become 
a species of belief whose truth is discovered only by means of criteria internal to the language game itself, this 
leads not only to a relativistic understanding of justification, truth, and knowledge, but to an epistemological 
relativism that would be fatal for the cognitive claims of theological statements – precisely in an age of 
postmodern scientific reasoning. Postmodernism in theology can therefore never settle for a mere laid-back 
pluralism.” *Italics Added+ Van Huyssteen then concludes: “Murphy opts for progressive research programs 
that are marked by their ability to produce novel facts. But if the criteria for judgment and for choosing 
research programs are relative to particular faith communities, progress can never be assessed, and honest 
choices would be hard to make” (89- 90) This particular criticism, in my judgment, reveals a troubling epistemic 
shortcoming that aggravates rather than mitigates the problem of religious pluralism and undermines the 
credibility of Christian convictions, especially in a context of religious cynicism characteristic of our 
postmodern context. 

547
 For an illuminating example, see the discussion found in Stephen Louthan, “On Religion- A Discussion with 

Richard Rorty, Alvin Plantinga and Nicholas Wolterstorff,” Christian Scholars Review 26, no. 2 (Winter 1996): 
177-183.  Plantinga’s epistemological efforts are especially noteworthy not only for his explicit endorsement of 
a moderate foundationalism (while being critical of “classical foundationalism”), but also for the prominent 
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In conclusion, all theologians are faced with questions concerning what roles and 

relative priorities should culture, community, and our prior epistemological commitments be 

in relation to Scripture. Additionally, the fact that all theologians, regardless of whether they 

are modernist or postmodernist, liberal or conservative, are influenced and shaped by such 

cultural and philosophical presuppositions seems difficult to deny.
548

 So while it seems 

undeniable that all theologizing is shaped by context— cultural and historical— and thus 

perspectival in some sense, to admit to such realities does not necessitate an anti-

foundationalist and social-linguistic constructivist understanding of theology, especially in 

the form advocated by post-conservatives.
549

  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
role played by Thomas Reid, who as we have seen in previous chapters was the focus of much censure by 
critics of Charles Hodge, post-conservatives included. While Plantinga’s use of Reid is distinguishable from 
Hodge’s, the significant point remains that a Reidian foundationalism is currently entertained by a widely-
regarded epistemologist, even in a postmodern context.  See Plantinga, Warranted Christian Belief, 258, 386. 

548
 The assumed characterization of Charles Hodge that he was not aware of his own intellectual and cultural 

context is just that, assumed. The fact that Hodge in his writings, including his role as editor for the Princeton 
Review evince significant awareness on his part of ongoing social-cultural issues that are directly addressed in 
his theological reflections, one specific issue previously alluded to being that of the Darwin controversy. A 
careful reading of Hodge’s appeals to timeless and universal “first principles” show that such appeals are 
significantly constrained, so to infer that Hodge’s goal in theological reflection is to abstract theological 
principles devoid of any correlation to the specifics of life and culture is not warranted.  

549
 There seems to be a common assumption that acknowledging “perspective” entails a denial of “objectivity.” 

Such an assumption seems to confuse differing and distinguishable categories of “objectivity,” namely 
confusing “psychological objectivity” (one’s psychological and subjective dispositions in relation to a belief) 
with “epistemological” (the rational and cognitive standards for believing) and “metaphysical” objectivity (the 
acknowledgment of a mind-independent reality). For further explication of these significant distinctions, see 
Moreland and Craig, Philosophical Foundations for a Christian Worldview (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 
2003), 149-152.  For a helpful analysis of how “perspective” plays into our epistemological endeavors and its 
relation to “objectivity,” see David K. Clark’s insightful analysis and concerns on “perspectivalism” in To Know 
and Love God: Method for Theology, ed. John S.Feinberg, Foundations of Evangelical Theology (Wheaton, 
Illinois: Crossway Books, 2003), chap. 4. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT: 

THE REALISM OF CHARLES HODGE AND POST-CONSERVATIVE 

THEOLGY 

  THE RELEVANCE OF REALISM 

  Our brief foray into postmodernism by way of this dissertation, specifically in 

regard to the post-conservative response to Charles Hodge‘s theological method and 

underlying epistemology, culminates into the question of how do our theological beliefs 

correlate with reality? We have seen how both Hodge and his post-conservative critics have 

been significantly shaped by their respective intellectual contexts and culture, Scottish 

Common Sense Realism and American neo-pragmatism respectively.
550

 This leaves us with 

the question of whether any sort of objectivity and corresponding realism is possible for such 

epistemic endeavors, and if so, what does such a ‗realism‘ look like? This was an issue of 

central concern to Charles Hodge as he devoted substantial analysis to the question of 

theological realism prompting his criticism of William Hamilton as described in chapter four. 

Hodge summarily concludes in his analysis and evaluation of Hamilton‘s appropriation of 

Kant with the following affirmation of Hodge‘s own convictions about truth and realism:  

 The conclusion, therefore, of the whole matter is, that we know God in the same sense 

 in which we know ourselves and things out of ourselves. We have the same 

 conviction that God is, and that He is, in Himself, and independently of our thought of 

 Him, what we  take Him to be. Our subjective idea corresponds to the objective 

 reality. This knowledge of God is the foundation of all religion; and therefore to deny 

 that God can be known, is really to deny that rational religion is possible.
551
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 While post-conservative theology is diverse, I think it is a fair and accurate generalization to see this 
movement as heavily influenced specifically by American neo-pragmatism. Nancey Murphy, whose particular 
influence we will be examining in more detail below, gives a thorough exposition of this broad shift in 
intellectual perspective of which most, if not all, post-conservatives would be characterized as being 
participants. This can be found in a number of her works, but especially her book Anglo-American 
Postmodernity: Philosophical Perspectives on Science, Religion, and Ethics, 145-151 passim. 

551
 Hodge, Systematic Theology, 1:365.  As noted previously in regard to this quotation, Hodge’s confidence 

and conclusion that our knowledge of God is “in the same sense in which we know ourselves” must be 
interpreted in its proper context and with sufficient qualifications, see fn. 350. 
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 Hodge‘s confidence that we can genuinely know God in the same direct fashion as we 

know ourselves and the world around us is in stark contrast to much of contemporary 

theology, especially those with postmodern proclivities, including post-conservatives, who 

have objected to Hodge‘s assured theological assertions.
552

 This point gets to the central issue 

under consideration and correspondingly the conclusion that is central to this author‘s 

contention: that Hodge‘s epistemology with its reliance on Scottish Realism offers a plausible 

account (given some modifications and qualifications – to be noted at the end of the chapter) 

of theological realism that is at least as plausible, if not more plausible than the epistemology 

employed by post-conservatives. In this concluding chapter, we will briefly examine differing 

conceptions of theological realism, more specifically versions of what is known as ―critical 

realism‖ and its theological offspring, ―eschatological realism,‖ and explain why these 

versions of realism proposed by post-conservatives suffer significant epistemological 

problems and thus less plausible in comparison to the ‗Reidian Realism‘ enjoined by Hodge, 

even in a postmodern context. 

 

 REALISM AND CRITICAL REALISM IN A POSTMODERN CONTEXT 

 To address the issue of theological realism, we must first have a clear conception of 

what we mean by theological realism. For the purposes of the present analysis, I will propose 

the following definition: theological realism is the claim that biblical and theological 

statements can and do involve propositional content that references a mind-independent 

world and entities, including God. This provisional definition presupposes a number of 

metaphysical and epistemological claims and implications that would take us far beyond the 
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 I take this also to be indicative of Kant’s epistemological influence on theology who was not only a source of 
concern for Hodge, but remains a critical premise, what I have called “the Kantian premise,” that poses a 
serious challenge for theological realism today, particularly any version of realism that proposes any direct 
cognitive access on the part of the knower in relation to God and theological truths, as well as the external 
world. 
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present purview of our analysis and argument.
553

 It will be sufficient for our more narrowly 

focused analysis to contrast the direct realism of Reid and Hodge with the more ‗postmodern‘ 

alternatives of critical realism and its theological offspring, eschatological realism.
554

  

 To say that ―theological realism‖ has fallen out of favor among many theologians and 

philosophers of religion is an understatement.
555

 As Alister McGrath observes and succinctly 

summarizes in the preface to his second volume of A Scientific Theology aptly titled Reality:  

 One reaction to the failure of the Enlightenment project has been the systematic 

 inversion of many of its foundational judgements. Perhaps more importantly for our 

 purposes, the alleged ‗objectivity‘ of knowledge has been called into question, and 

 displaced by an increasing emphasis upon the social construction of reality.
556
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 For an introduction to the broad philosophical topic of realism and antirealism, see William P. Alston, ed. 
Realism & Antirealism, (Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 2002). As evinced by the diversity of 
essays in this book, the topic of realism is a bewildering array of epistemological and metaphysical issues that 
has been further complicated by the provocative suspicions of postmodern thinkers. Due to such complexities, 
we will confine our analysis and argumentation to the very narrow debate over specific post-conservative 
contentions on theological knowledge. 

554
 A helpful summary of theological realism can be found in an article by Roger Trigg, see “Theological Realism 

and Antirealism” in A Companion to Philosophy of Religion, eds. Philip L. Quinn and Charles Taliaferro, 
Blackwell Companions to Philosophy series, (Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 1997), 213-220. Most of Trigg’s 
analysis is devoted to the direct conflict between realism and antirealism, but he does note that there are 
different forms of realism, specifically referencing “naïve realism” and “critical realism.” Our efforts will be 
directed at addressing the nuances of “critical realism” and whether there is a plausible version of direct 
realism that does not fall into the problematic category of “naïve realism.” Trigg himself seems to acknowledge 
that “critical realism,” while not antirealism, is epistemically problematic as he notes: “In fact, the term ‘critical 
realism’ appears to run together epistemological questions about us and our capabilities with metaphysical 
ones about the status of objective reality.” (219) A concern shared by this author as will be described in some 
detail below. 
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 Many of those critical of theological realism often refer to any version of direct realism as “naïve realism.” 

One of the primary tasks of this concluding chapter is to propose a plausible version of realism that is 
intellectually viable and not guilty of the pejorative label “naïve.” Nancey Murphy gives a helpful explication 
(even if negative assessment of direct realism) by describing the difference between “naïve realism” and 
“critical realism” in specific relation to theories of science as applied to theology in her Anglo-American 
Postmodernity: “Assuming a modern representational or referential theory of language, modern realists seek 
referents for theoretical terms, employ correspondence theories of truth, or make claims for relations of 
approximate resemblance between theoretical language and some aspects of the world. Yet unlike the earlier 
‘naïve’ realists, ‘critical’ realists have pulled back some distance from the extreme representational position on 
the linguistic axis; they highlight the metaphorical nature of scientific language, and they see scientific models 
and theories not as literal pictures of reality but as partial, tentative  representations of what there is. Critical 
realists are chastened moderns.” (41) For more explanation of the various axes that define these distinctions, 
see below. 
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 Alister McGrath, A Scientific Theology:  Volume Two Reality, (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing 

Company, 2002), xii. The relevance of McGrath’s observation will become evident below when we examine his 
own  particular attempt to provide an account of “critical realism” that sustains some cognitive contact with 
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 McGrath gives a somewhat measured and cautious endorsement for such a repudiation of 

Enlightenment epistemology: 

 While this particular position is open to question, to say the least, there is no doubt 

 that the postmodern critique of the Enlightenment project has exposed some genuine 

 weaknesses in the grand recit of rationality which it advocated. The Enlightenment 

 proposed an ‗objectivity‘ of both judgement and knowledge which overlooked the 

 role of  both history and culture in their shaping and transmission. Thus Kant‘s critical 

 notion of the ‗knowing subject‘ gives every indication of being an ideal mental 

 construction, rather than an empirical reality, in that Kant appears to turn one of his 

 many blind eyes to the fact that this ‗knowing subject‘ has acquired its distinctive 

 shape through the process of  social living, shaped by a corporate tradition and 

 socially transmitted patterns of rationality.
557

 

The preferred alternative to Enlightenment notions of objectivity and correlated rationality by 

those disillusioned with such epistemic optimism and naiveté, including post-conservatives, 

is that of ―critical realism,‖ a somewhat amorphous account of our cognitive interaction with 

the world as it is, an account that is subject to a wide variety of nuances and permutations.
558

 

For purposes of simplicity and clarity, I will offer what I take to be a broad and sufficiently 

detailed definition of ―critical realism‖: all biblical and theological language and its referents 

are mediated by concepts as a direct function of social, cultural, and historical location. From 

these two definitions, one should observe that these two epistemic viewpoints, realism and 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
reality while allowing for some elements of social and linguistic construction as noted in the following 
quotation. 

557
 McGrath, A Scientific Theology:  Volume Two Reality, xiii. McGrath’s recognition of the historical significance 

of Kant is not incidental. While McGrath’s assessment that the epistemological shift away from an 
Enlightenment to a postmodern perspective was a rejection of Kant’s efforts to ground knowledge in the 
“knowing subject,” what needs to be noted is that the centrality of Kant’s epistemic “subject” was retained, 
particularly in contradistinction to the objectivity of the external world. With postmodern epistemology, the 
essential characteristic of knowledge is predicated on the epistemic “subject” as being contextually situated. 
For a good historical description that narrates the evolution of this theme, consult Robert Solomon, 
Continental Philosophy Since 1750: The Rise and Fall of Self. 

558
 McGrath delineates several varieties of “critical realism” in the process of explicating his own version, see A 

Scientific Theology:  Volume Two Reality, 202-209. Likewise, Nancey Murphy provides helpful historical 
background to the issues and challenges surround scientific realism and an overview to what she categorizes 
as “postmodern antirelativism” as a response to such challenges, see Nancey Murphy, Anglo-American 
Postmodernity: Philosophical Perspectives on Science, Religion, and Ethics, Boulder, Colorado: Westview Press, 
1997, chaps. 2-3. For an interesting and relevant description of “critical realism,” see Andreas Losch, “On the 
Origins of Critical Realism” in Theology and Science 7, no. 1 (2009), 85-106. 
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critical realism, as presented, are not necessarily logical contraries or contradictories. This is 

an important point that cautions over-simplistic claims and complaints that critical realism is 

a stealthier version of anti-realism and thus guilty of religious relativism - a claim made by 

some critics of post-conservativism.
559

 To bring some clarity to the evaluation of theological 

realism vis-à-vis critical realism, we will examine three influential accounts of critical 

realism that attempt to offer some explanation as to how concepts mediate our cognitive 

interactions with God and the world without succumbing to antirealism: that of Alasdair 

MacIntyre, Nancey Murphy, and Alister McGrath.
560
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 See for example Ronald N. Gleason’s essay “Church and Community or Community and Church?”: “This is 
part of the reason why major doctrines of the Christian faith are under attack in the emergent church, 
including Christ’s penal substitutionary atonement, the doctrine of Scripture, what Scripture says about 
homosexuality, what the Bible teaches us about the use of foul language, the relativity of truth, the desire to 
see Christianity as an equal among other religions, and a host of other doctrines mentioned by McLaren, 
Chalke, Miller, Pagitt, and other adherents to the emergent conversation. Granted, these authors often deny 
they hold to ethical relativism or relativism in general, but their actual writings belie what their real position 
is.”  (Reforming or Conforming? Post-Conservative Evangelicals and the Emerging Church, 181.) [Italics Added] 
Now I suspect that there are those in the “Emerging Church” movement who probably do endorse relativism, 
including moral and religious relativism, but one must be careful in attributing relativism to ‘emergents’ simply 
on the grounds that they question traditional conceptions of realism. As I will argue, it is precisely post-
conservative efforts to affirm pluralism while denying religious relativism that creates the epistemological 
conundrum that in my analysis makes their appropriation of “critical” or “eschatological” realism incoherent 
and therefore epistemically and practically implausible, especially given a post-modern context. 

560
 The rationale for focusing on these three specific individuals requires some explanation and justification. 

Alasdair MacIntyre, as will be shown, has had a  profound impact on contemporary theology, particularly those 
sympathetic to postmodern epistemologies given his  influential account of rationality, namely rationality as  
being embodied in localized traditions. MacIntyre’s model has directly impacted many post-conservatives 
including Stanley Grenz and John Franke who have been our main representatives of post-conservative 
theology. Likewise, Nancey Murphy has been a formative influence on post-conservatives, who also was 
influenced by MacIntyre, but has further developed a number of philosophical and theological themes that 
resonate within post-conservative circles, especially her analysis of the Princetonians, specifically Hodge, as 
exemplifying a theology grounded in a foundationalism via Reid and Scottish Realism that made Scripture the 
foundation of theology and the explicit source of theological truth. Alister McGrath has been less of a direct 
influence on post-conservatives, but shares with them a similar criticism of Hodge and the Princetonians on 
the same grounds as Nancey Murphy and post-conservatives, namely that the Princetonians were too reliant 
on a foundationalist epistemology that originated from the Enlightenment. McGrath also provides an 
interesting conversation partner in examining “critical realism” as he has written extensively and in substantive 
detail about these matters, while also being engaged and sometimes critical of some theologies that are 
drawing upon postmodern resources, especially George Lindbeck, (see below for more detail). We will also 
indirectly engage Wolfhart Pannenberg who was an influence specifically on Stanley Grenz, and to whom 
Grenz attributes as being the inspiration for his conception of “eschatological realism.” (To be discussed 
below). Kevin Vanhoozer is also noteworthy, especially for his careful analysis and thoughtful dialogue with 
both “post-conservatives” (a label that Vanhoozer does apply to himself) and their critics. Much of his work 
seems motivated to try and forge a via media. (See “Pilgrim’s Digress: Christian Thinking on and about the 
Post/Modern Way” and “Disputing About Words: Of Fallible Foundations and Modest Metanarratives”  in 
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 MACINTYRE‟S CRITICAL REALISM 

 Alasdair MacIntyre is perhaps best known for his work in ethics, especially for his 

advocacy for a renewed interest in and a revised version of virtue ethics. It is in his apologia 

for a return to virtue ethics that MacIntyre proposes his epistemological premise that 

rationality is mediated by tradition. In Whose Justice? Which Rationality? (a title that by 

itself is quite revealing), MacIntyre avers that the correspondence theory of truth with its 

insistence upon and appeal to facts as independent of judgment is a contrivance of 

Enlightenment-era reasoning: 

 The commonest candidate, in modern versions of what is all too often taken to be the 

 correspondence theory of truth, for that which corresponds to a judgment in this way 

 is a fact. But facts, like telescopes and wigs for gentlemen, were a seventeenth-

 century invention.  . . .  It is of course and always was harmless, philosophically and 

 otherwise, to use the word ‗fact‘ of what a judgment states. What is and was not 

 harmless, but highly misleading, was to conceive of a realm of facts independent of 

 judgment or of any other form of linguistic expression, so that judgments or 

 statements could be paired off with facts, truth or falsity being an alleged relationship 

 between such paired items. This kind of correspondence theory of truth arrived on the 

 philosophical scene only comparatively recently and has been conclusively refuted as 

 theory can be.
561

 

For MacIntyre, the belief that the correspondence theory of truth is a recent modern 

innovation coupled with his claim that ―facts‖ are a matter of judgment and action profoundly 

informs his epistemology. He acknowledges that ―the conception of rationality and truth as 

thus embodied in tradition-constituted enquiry is of course strikingly at odds with both 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
Christianity and the Postmodern Turn: Six Views, 13-34. Also of interest is Vanhoozer’s  Is There A Meaning In 
This Text? The Bible, The Reader, and the Morality of LIterary Knowledge, (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Publishing 
House, 1998); First Theology: God, Scripture & Hermeneutics, (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 2002); The 
Drama of Doctrine. We will interact with some of Vanhoozer’s insights and comments in our conclusion. 
Several others who are likewise noteworthy, but were not able to be included in our discussion given our 
specific focus  were T.F. Torrance who has written extensively on the topic of realism, but does not appear to 
have played a central influential role in post-conservative theological musings (see Theological Science, 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1969)and Reality & Evangelical Theology: The Realism of Christian Revelation, 
(Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 1982) inter alia ); Bruce Marshall, Trinity and Truth, Cambridge Studies in 
Christian Doctrine, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000); and Andrew Moore, Realism and Christian 
Faith: God, Grammar, and Meaning, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003).  
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 Alasdair MacIntyre, Whose Justice? Which Rationality?,  357-358. (Italics Original) 
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standard Cartesian and standard Hegelian accounts of rationality.‖
562

 But he contends that in 

light of the Enlightenment failure: 

 such first principles are not self-sufficient, self-justifying epistemological first  

 principles. They may indeed be regarded as both necessary and evident, but their  

 necessity and their evidentness will be characterizable as such only to and by  

 those whose thought is framed by the kind of conceptual scheme from which they 

 emerge as a key element, in the formulation and reformulation of the theories  

 informed by that historically developing conceptual scheme.
563

 

 His epistemological analysis draws extensively from an earlier essay, 

―Epistemological Crises, Dramatic Narrative, and the Philosophy of Science,‖ where 

MacInytre draws inspiration from Thomas Kuhn‘s widely influential analysis of scientific 

―paradigms,‖ which maintained that social and non-scientific factors play a prominent, if not 

decisive factor in the acceptance and ascendancy of particular scientific theories. In 

MacIntyre‘s judgment, Kuhn‘s insights extend beyond science to ethics and theology as 

well.
564

 Based on this model of tradition-mediated conceptual schemes, beliefs (not to be 

construed as ―facts‖) are affirmed and then later replaced by more ‗successful‘ beliefs, which 

are not  necessarily more ‗truthful‘ (in a correspondence sense of truth).  To explain what 

constitutes ‗success,‘ MacIntyre appeals to the roles of intellectual traditions and epistemic 

―crises‖: 
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 MacIntyre, Whose Justice? Which Rationality?, 360.  MacIntyre’s assertion that “this kind of 
correspondence theory of truth arrived . . .only comparatively recently and has been conclusively refuted” is a 
two-fold assertion for which he offers no historical grounds nor philosophical arguments. Perhaps he is 
referring to a specific version of the correspondence theory, but he offers no further qualifications. 

563
 MacIntyre, Whose Justice? Which Rationality?, 360.   

564
 “Epistemological Crises, Dramatic Narrative, and the Philosophy of Science” was originally published in 

Monist 60, 4 (October 1977):453-472.  The fact that this essay was reprinted in Why Narrative: Readings in 
Narrative Theology, (Stanley Hauerwas and L. Gregory Jones, eds. [Eugene, Oregon: Wipf and Stock Publishers, 
1997], 138-157)] attests to the broad-reaching implications of MacIntyre’s (and Kuhn’s) model of rationality 
that extends far beyond science. As noted previously, the relationship between science and theology is not 
restricted to Hodge’s use of science as an epistemic model for doing theology, but as enjoyed a long history of 
collaboration, and sometimes conflict between the two academic domains. As we will see, MacIntyre, Murphy, 
and McGrath all have intentionally and explicitly sought epistemological insight into such comparisons 
between theology and science. Science in terms of its methodological implications has been and continues to 
be profoundly informative analogue for doing theology, whether the approach is that of “modern” or 
“postmodern.”  
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 When an epistemological crisis is resolved, it is by the construction of a new narrative 

 which enables the agent to understand both how he or she could intelligibly have held 

 his or her original beliefs and how he or she could have been so drastically misled by 

 them. The narrative in terms of which he or she at first understood and ordered 

 experiences is  itself made into the subject of an enlarged narrative. . . . He has to 

 become self-conscious and at a certain point he may have come to acknowledge two 

 conclusions: the first is that his new forms of understanding may themselves in turn 

 come to be put in question at any time; the second is that, because in such crises the 

 criteria of truth, intelligibility, and rationality may always themselves be put into 

 question . . . we are never in a position to claim that now we possess the truth or now 

 we are fully rational.
565

 

For MacIntyre, not only are the details of a particular theory and the tradition in which that 

theory is embodied subject to revision and even rejection, but even the underlying rationality 

and conception of truth implied and utilized by such a theory and its associated tradition are 

susceptible to reconstruction. This further implies that the plausibility of the theory need not 

be grounded in a universal conception of reason nor its adequacy judged on those 

considerations.
566

 This then raises the question of what kind of criterion would be capable of 

indicating a ―successful‖ theory if rationality itself is subject to modification and even 

rejection. MacIntyre proposes the following:  

 The criterion of a successful theory is that it enables us to understand its predecessors 

 in a newly intelligible way. It, at one and the same time, enables us to understand 

 precisely why its predecessors have to be rejected or modified and also why, without 

 and before its illumination, past theory could have remained credible. It introduces 

 new standards for evaluating the past. It recasts the narrative which constitutes the 

 continuous reconstruction of the scientific tradition.
567

  

 To infer from this description that MacIntyre is an antirealist would be erroneous. 

While MacIntyre is profoundly indebted to Kuhn, MacIntyre does resist Kuhn‘s putative 

antirealist conclusions that scientific theories need not make reference to actual ontological 
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 MacIntyre, “Epistemological Crises, Dramatic Narrative, and the Philosophy of Science,” 140-141. [Italics 
Original] 

566
 This would appear to explain how “plausibility” as a criterion could be localized, but as I will argue, 

explanatory success by localization comes at great philosophical cost, namely coherence and consistency. 
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 MacIntyre, “Epistemological Crises, Dramatic Narrative, and the Philosophy of Science,”146. 
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states of affairs, a claim which MacIntyre takes to be intellectually unsustainable: ―This is 

very odd; because science has certainly shown us decisively that some existence-claims are 

false just because the entities in question are not really there – whatever any theory may 

say.‖
568

  

 Therefore, MacIntyre‘s account is best interpreted as being a nuanced account of 

―critical realism‖ rather than antirealism, that is scientific theories (and theological ones) can 

and do make reference to the external world, but are mediated by our socio-linguistic 

traditions.  MacIntyre‘s judgment of competing traditions appeals to the decisive 

consideration of which ‗history‘ is most successful in terms of rational comparison:  

 I am suggesting, then, that the best account that can be given of why some scientific 

 theories are superior to others presupposed the possibility of constructing an 

 intelligible dramatic narrative which can claim historical truth and in which such 

 theories are the subject of successive episodes. It is because and only because we can 

 construct better and worse histories of this kind,  histories which can be rationally 

 compared with each other, that we can compare theories rationally too.
569

 

But one wonders how MacIntyre is able to help himself to a criterion that judges ―better‖ 

from ―worse‖ histories without that criterion being part of, and therefore dependent upon, a 

specific tradition given his analysis that all conceptions of rationality are mediated by 

particular intellectual traditions. If the criterion is indeed contingent to a particular tradition, 
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 MacIntyre, “Epistemological Crises, Dramatic Narrative, and the Philosophy of Science,” 155. [Italics 
Original] MacIntyre offers no elaboration on what warrants his confidence that we can know that certain 
specific entities do exist and others do not outside of any theoretical constraints. This point raises significant 
questions about the coherence of MacIntyre’s account in regards to the comprehensive nature and extent of 
scientific theoretical paradigms and our interactions with the external world. This problem is not unique to 
MacIntyre, but in fact extends to Kuhn whose particular conclusions are similarly subject to vary assessments 
and interpretations. This is witnessed by the fact of the prolific amount of literature discussing whether Kuhn is 
to be construed as advocating a relativist and non-realist view of knowledge in general and the natural 
sciences in particular. See for example Gary Gutting, ed., Paradigms & Revolutions: Applications and Appraisals 
of Thomas Kuhn’s Philosophy of Science (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1980) for the diverse 
and broad interpretations and implications of Kuhn’s thought. The fact that Kuhn has been somewhat elusive 
as to whether he is a conceptual relativist attests to the difficulties and complexities surrounding realism and 
its alternatives. 
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 MacIntyre, “Epistemological Crises, Dramatic Narrative, and the Philosophy of Science,” 156. 
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this prompts the question: what privileges his criterion and its associated tradition in which it 

is embodied? This points to a problem that as we will see is hardly unique to MacIntyre. 

 

 MURPHY‟S CRITICAL REALISM 

 Nancey Murphy maintains that MacIntyre‘s proposal, properly understood, 

successfully negotiates between ‗absolutism‘ and ‗relativism‘:  

 MacIntyre‘s is far from an absolutist account of knowledge and truth. In the best of 

 cases, one can claim only that a given tradition at a given stage of its development is 

 the best so far. ―No one at any stage can ever rule out the future possibility of their 

 present beliefs and judgments being shown to be inadequate in a variety of ways.‖ So 

 whereas the meaning of ‗truth‘ is unsurpassiblity, claims to truth are always fallible. 

 Those  conservative theologians who are used to making absolute truth claims may be 

 put off by this feature of MacIntyre‘s theory and claim that it is in fact relativistic. 

 However, this  objection can be met by pointing out that absolutism and relativism are 

 not dichotomous positions; rather, they serve as limits on a scale or range of possible 

 positions regarding the decidability of truth claims. Neither absolutism (this side of 

 the Eschaton) nor ‗absolute‘ relativism is a real option, so we need to consider 

 theorists‘ relative positions on the scale of possibilities in between. I believe, 

 MacIntyre is further from relativism  than anyone else . . . . So for theologians who 

 are concerned about the cognitive content of Christian beliefs and who intend to make 

 truth claims for Christianity vis-à-vis other religions and worldviews, MacIntyre 

 provides crucially important resources.
570

 

Murphy‘s recommendation of MacIntyre‘s account of tradition-embodied rationalities is 

further enhanced by her analysis which likewise draws from philosophy of science, 

particularly Imre Lakatos and Theo Meyering, and specifically draws methodological insight 

from the notion of the ―fractal structure of justification‖: 

 I suggest that fractal philosophy offers the best chance of evading relativism with 

 regard to standards of rationality. It is an attempt (similar to that of chaos theory) to 

 find order on a higher level of analysis, and – this is the crucial factor – the higher-

 level findings  exhibit coherence rather than self-stultification. In light of the other 

 options, whatever circularity there is in the reasoning appears virtuous rather than 
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 Murphy, Anglo-American Postmodernity, 128-129. Murphy quotes MacIntyre from his Whose Justice? 
Which Rationality?, 361. [Italics Original]  
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 vicious. Perhaps this type of philosophical analysis will turn out to be our generation‘s 

 most important contribution to reflection on the nature of rationality.
571

 

Given this appeal to coherence and differing levels of explanation as a way to conceptualize 

rationality, and correspondingly one‘s theological method, Murphy modulates 

MacIntyre‘s tradition-based approach by proposing that ‗unsurpassibility‘ be understood as 

the criterion rather than meaning of ‗truth‘:   

 I am not sure I want to advocate MacIntyre‘s account of the meaning of truth as 

 adequatio intellectus ad rem mainly because, excerpted from the corpus of his work, 

 it is sure to be misunderstood; it may be seen as an attempt to turn back the 

 philosophical  clock, or it may be translated into a modern correspondence theory 

 with an associated modern realism. However, I believe his account of the criteria for 

 vindicating the truth claims of traditions or rival moral standpoints can be readily 

 appropriated and applied to the problem of adjudicating between rival theological or 

 religious traditions. I propose, then, that when we claim for a religious standpoint that 

 it is true, we mean to say that in its central contentions it will never be shown to be 

 inadequate in any future situation, no matter what developments in rational enquiry 

 may occur. Borrowing a term from Lindbeck, we might define truth as 

 ―unsurpassibility.‖ The criterion for making such a  bold claim is survival of the sort 

 of dialectical questioning of the standpoint in relation to rivals that MacIntyre has so 

 eloquently described.
572
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 Nancey Murphy, Anglo-American Postmodernity, 60. In a footnote (fn. 8, p. 54), Murphy elucidates her use 
of “fractal”: “Fractals are objects or sets with self-similar, nontrivial structure on all scales – for example, a 
snowflake shaper where successive enlargements of sections of its outline reveal the same pattern as the 
section itself, only on smaller and smaller scales.” Murphy’s choice to use an example from the natural 
sciences to illustrate her understanding of rationality is not coincidental; much of Murphy’s academic work has 
been in the area of philosophy of science in which she identifies herself as being “postmodern non-relativist” 
having been significantly influenced by prominent philosopher of science Imre Lakatos. (52) Given her 
inclinations towards a more post-modern epistemology, it is interesting to note that much of her recent focus 
on questions concerning human nature, and specifically whether there is an immaterial soul, has solicited the 
findings of the cognitive sciences. A careful reading of Murphy’s works (see inter alia, Bodies and Souls, or 
Spirited Bodies (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006) reveals a pronounced reliance on a realist 
interpretation of biological, brain, and cognitive sciences  that decisively informs her views of the human 
person and correspondingly shapes her theological outlook (see especially 48, 56 passim). This underscores the 
point in relation to realism, both in terms of science and theology, that specific claims and considerations 
about reality are not easily resolved nor can they simply be dismissed, even with the adoption of a postmodern 
epistemology. (A point Murphy herself makes, see Anglo-American Postmodernity, 39-48).  
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 Murphy, Anglo-American Postmodernity, 125.  *Italics Original+ Critical to Murphy’s analysis is the 

distinction between the meaning of truth and the criterion of truth, (see p. 125)  it is on this point that she 
differs from MacIntyre and also Lindbeck (whom she discusses earlier- see pp. 121-122).  This distinction 
between the conditions for truth and the criterion for truth is a widely discussed distinction in philosophical 
treatments on the notion of truth, and by itself is not determinative nor indicative of a rejection of a 
correspondence theory of truth or its corresponding claims on how truth is justified, see Richard L. Kirkham, 
Theories of Truth: A Critical Introduction, (Cambridge, Massachusetts: MIT Press, 1992) for a fairly detailed and 
comprehensive treatment on the distinction between criteria and conditions for truth and its relevance for 
differing theories of truth. 
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As this quote reveals, Murphy‘s conception of ―truth‖ seems to favor more of a pragmatic 

criterion, one that interprets ―unsurpassability‖ in practical terms that references the future 

likelihood of the theory‘s social implementation over its competitors. For Murphy, these 

pragmatic considerations characteristic of truth can be boiled down to two key elements: 

evaluation and self-commitment.
573

 Such elements, she explains, are best realized within a 

particular socio-linguistic tradition that draws upon the insights of a Wittgensteinian 

construal of language vis-à-vis reality: 

 Thus, the community today must share interpretive strategies with the author and the 

 original readers. How is this possible? Wittgenstein‘s account of the relation between 

 interpretation of language and shared forms of life is relevant here; it suggests the 

 importance of common activities and social conventions.
574

 

 

 MCGRATH‟S CRITICAL REALISM 

 While much of the discussion and debate surrounding post-conservative theology has 

been largely within a North American evangelical context, to conclude that post-conservative 

theology itself and its influences are confined to North America would be mistaken. One 

prominent participant in discussions involving theology and postmodern epistemology, 

especially in specific regard to realism, is Alister McGrath. In fact, in McGrath‘s recent three 

volume work titled:  A Scientific Theology, he includes a second volume specifically tasked 

with addressing the question of realism aptly titled: Reality.
575

 Much of our brief description 

and analysis will be done in direct response to this work that explicates McGrath‘s analysis 

on theological realism and his proposal for a version of ―critical realism.‖ Like Murphy and 
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 See Nancey Murphy, “Christianity and Theories of Truth,” Dialog 34 (Spring 1995):99-105. 
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 Nancey Murphy, “Textual Relativism, Philosophy of Language, and the baptist Vision” in Theology Without 

Foundations, eds. Stanley Hauerwas, Nancey Murphy, and Mark Nation (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1994; 
reprint, Eugene: Wipf and Stock Publishers, 2006), 264. Murphy specifically recommends the Anabaptist 
“vision”  as a specific model of theology that incorporates such Wittgensteinian insights, a model she shared 
with her late husband James McClendon who articulates such a vision is significant detail in his systematic 
theology (to which she contributes): Witness:Systematic Theology Volume 3. 
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many post-conservatives, McGrath shares the perspective that Hodge and his influence on 

American evangelical theology is too indebted to modernist epistemology, particularly in 

how they view Scripture. McGrath writes: 

 The general tendency to treat Scripture as a source-book of purely propositional truths 

 may be argued to rest particularly on the Old Princeton School, especially the writings 

 of Charles Hodge and Benjamin B. Warfield, in which the influence of Enlightenment 

 presuppositions is particularly noticeable.
576

 

Additionally, McGrath, like Murphy, finds in MacIntyre‘s analysis of tradition-embodied 

rationality an important insight for overcoming the failures of the Enlightenment 

epistemological project while not succumbing to postmodern relativism. McGrath describes 

MacIntyre‘s approach: 

 Alasdair MacIntyre‘s relentless exposure of the inconsistencies and failings of the 

 Enlightenment project has played a significant role in the abandonment of the myth of 

 a ‗universal reason‘ and a rediscovery of the importance of the community and its 

 traditions in rational discourse.
577

 

Furthermore, McGrath, like Murphy, believes that MacIntyre‘s model of tradition-embodied 

rationality, especially his method of adjudicating between rival traditions, makes his 

approach not susceptible to charges of relativism, and therefore, a superior alternative to 

modern appeals to universal rational standards: 

 The objection ultimately fails, as it is clear that MacIntyre does not need to invoke the 

 idea of a meta-criterion which originates from outside traditions. It is perfectly 

 possible to compare one tradition with another, and conclude that one is to be 

 preferred, without recourse to a third arbitrating tradition. It is therefore not true that 

 MacIntyre‘s approach fails to acknowledge any accountability to standards other than 

 those which are internal to itself.
578
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 McGrath, A Passion for Truth, 174. 
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 McGrath, A Scientific Theology:  Volume Two Reality, 64. 
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 McGrath, A Scientific Theology:  Volume Two Reality, 70. [Italics Original] This statement seems 

questionable or at least incomplete as stated. If a possible criterion to judge between traditions is not a “meta-
criterion,” then he presumably means that such a criterion is to be located within a particular tradition. But, as 
noted earlier, what privileges that particular tradition over against the ‘inferior’ traditions? Failure to justify 
the privileging of one tradition over another seems to suggest standards that are either arbitrary or ad hoc. If 
ad hoc, then what privileges those grounds or considerations? It seems difficult to deny that some 
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McGrath proposes that the grounds for preferring one tradition over another can be further 

explicated as follows: 

 It is at this point that we need to return to the Christian tradition, and specifically the 

 implications of a cluster of ideas focusing on the doctrine of creation. We have 

 already noted the robust character of a realist approach to knowledge, which accepts 

 and affirms the objectivity of the natural world, and the human capacity to discover its 

 patternings and relationships. Yet it may reasonably be pointed out that most realist 

 accounts of things feel able to affirm both the stability of the objective world and the 

 human capacity  to represent it, without offering an explanation of how this can be the 

 case.
579

 

Such an explanation appealing to ―the objectivity of the natural world, and the human 

capacity to discover its patternings and relationships‖ is difficult to view as anything but an 

assertion of  objective considerations, which, while avoiding the charge of relativism, seems 

difficult to reconcile with McGrath‘s previous claim that ‗universal reason is a myth‘. 
580

 

 McGrath‘s concluding appraisal of MacIntyre underscores McGrath‘s belief, shared 

with many post-conservatives, that rationality, including theological rationality, is pluralistic 

rather than universal, hence, post-modern: 

 Perhaps MacIntyre‘s greatest achievement, from the perspective of a scientific 

 theology, is to rehabilitate the notion that Christianity possesses a distinct yet rational 

 understanding of reality – a coupling which the Enlightenment regarded as 

 illegitimate or  inconsistent. To deny that there is one universal rationality is not to 

 deny that there are local rationalities; indeed, it is the existence of a plethora of the 

 latter which undermines the credibility of the former. Specific rationalities 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
epistemically privileged grounds inevitably inform the basis for preferring one tradition over another as 
evinced by McGrath’s appeal to “natural theology” – see below. 

579
 McGrath, A Scientific Theology:  Volume Two Reality, 71. [Italics Original] 

580
 While it is true that objective and universal are not synonymous, it is hard to conceive of a state of affair 

where a fundamental logical or rational principle that is objectively true would not also be universally true. 
Specifically applied to McGrath’s proposal, if “the doctrine of creation” makes reference to an objective state 
of affair, that is reality, then given it objective existence, would not that reality pertain to everyone, regardless 
of their religious and philosophical perspectives? Otherwise, how would we consider it “objective”? Perhaps 
McGrath means by “universal” what is universally believed, but if that is what is required, then in what sense is 
“creation” objective? 
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 unquestionably exist. Among them is the Christian view that humanity and the world 

 are created by God.
581

 

For McGrath, the Christian doctrine of creation gives the Christian theologian the needed 

grounds by which one can assess the viability of not only the Christian tradition, but also its 

competitors: ―The important point about a natural theology is that it offers us an interpretative 

grid by which other traditions may be addressed on the common issue of existence, enabling 

the coherence and attractiveness of the Christian vision to be affirmed.‖
582

 

 Given these similarities, McGrath does differ significantly in emphasis, if not 

substance, from MacIntyre and Murphy and many other post-conservatives in his affirmation 

and arguments for a correspondence theory of truth, but even here he qualifies his 

endorsement of this theory; specifically, that it ―be affirmed to hold in respect to certain types 

of statements (such as those deriving from the natural sciences) while not in the case of others 

(particularly those which derive from ethics).‖
583

 McGrath goes on to explain the 

implications of his qualified acceptance of a correspondence theory of truth: 

 The defence of realism mounted throughout this work allows us to affirm that it is 

 important that scientific theories or Christian doctrines correspond to an extra-

 systemic reality. The coherentist position, taken on its own, is perfectly capable of 

 validating an internally consistent world-view which makes no significant point of 

 contact with the real world, or which evades such contact altogether. Coherency does 

 not guarantee truth –  merely logical consistency. A belief can be consistent with all 
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 McGrath, A Scientific Theology:  Volume Two Reality, 71.  

582
 McGrath, A Scientific Theology:  Volume Two Reality, 75. Earlier McGrath distinguishes his use of natural 

theology from Plantinga’s: “The natural theology hinted at . . . is not to be seen as constituting a ‘proof’ of 
God’s existence or the intellectual credibility of the Christian faith. This misunderstanding of the role of natural 
theology mars Alvin Plantinga’s otherwise excellent discussion of the basicality of belief in God within the 
Christian tradition. As we have stressed, natural theology gains its plausibility and derives its intellectual 
foundations from within the Christian tradition. (74, [Italics Original]) The significance of this comparison will 
become evident below when we look at Plantinga’s endorsement and use of Reid for his epistemology. 

583
 Alister McGrath, A Scientific Theology:  Volume Two Reality, 19. McGrath does not explain why the 

correspondence theory holds for our empirical analyses of the natural sciences, but not for other intellectual 
disciplines. Are entities empirically accessible the only objects relevant to the correspondence relation? 
McGrath does not elaborate. His appeal to a qualified correspondence theory of truth raises an important 
question: is this particular component of rationality meant to be universalized? If so, how then is this 
consistent with his prior claim that rationalities are pluralistic rather than universal? 
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 other beliefs within a  system, and yet have no independent supporting evidence. A 

 scientific theology affirms the critical importance of both extra-systemic reference 

 and intra-systemic consistency, holding that a proper grasp of spiritual reality will 

 ensure both.
584

 

While a correspondence theory of truth is affirmed albeit with certain qualification, 

McGrath is less sanguine about foundationalism – a point consistent with his earlier 

reservations about universal rationality. In fact, McGrath is quite emphatic in his rejection of 

foundationalism: 

 Foundationalism has been rejected by virtually every major epistemologist and 

 philosopher of science of the last half of the century, from the later Wittgenstein to 

 Karl Popper, W.F. Sellars and W.V. O. Quine. The belief that foundationalism is 

 philosophically indefensible is now so widely accepted that its demise is the closest 

 thing to a philosophical consensus there has been for decades.
585

 

 One other important feature of McGrath‘s analysis and argument should be noted in 

evaluating his contribution to a critical realist approach to theology in a postmodern context. 

While McGrath embraces an approach that is sensitive to our postmodern context and 

consequently advances some of the critiques of modernism, he does so with some constraint 
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 Alister McGrath, A Scientific Theology:  Volume Two Reality, 19. 

585
 Alister McGrath, A Scientific Theology:  Volume Two Reality, 32-33. Similar to the post-conservative critiques 

of foundationalism noted in the previous chapter, McGrath cites the widely-used quotation of Wolterstorff 
and additionally references John Thiel’s Nonfoundationalism as confirmation of foundationalism’s demise. As 
addressed in the previous chapter’s discussion on foundationalism, this claim that foundationalism no longer 
enjoys any endorsement and defense from the philosophical community is at the very least overstated and 
more likely fallacious as a hasty generalization. It is interesting and also curious that McGrath cites philosopher 
Paul Moser (who has written prolifically on epistemology) and his work Knowledge and Evidence noting that: 
“Moser’s version of foundationalism attempts to ground justification in human experience, so that subjective 
experiential states are accepted as non-propositional probability-maker or truth-guarantors.” (24) McGrath 
then explains that Moser’s version of foundationalism is “not typical” and then remarks: “To some, Moser’s is 
a curious form of foundationalism, if it is a form of foundationalism at all. Yet, Moser’s position must be 
defined as ‘foundationalist’, in that the process of justification derives from a single starting point.” (24-25) 
McGrath’s confusing explanation and defense of his original claim that foundationalism is no longer 
philosophically tenable seems tenuous at best, even as he tries to except Moser as atypical. McGrath, like 
many of the post-conservatives we cited, in their critiques of foundationalism seem to be unaware of the 
substantial discussion, even defense of foundationalism in current epistemology, albeit usually modest 
foundationalism, but foundationalism nonetheless as previously described.  In similar fashion, McGrath notes 
Plantinga’s persuasive arguments for inclusion of theistic beliefs as permissible for being considered a 
‘properly basic belief,’ but fails to draw the connection between Plantinga’s allowance for such beliefs as basic 
and Plantinga being a modest foundationalist, something Plantinga himself has been quite explicit in his 
writings. As previously noted, not only is Plantinga a foundationalist, but one that identifies his epistemology in 
direct reference to Thomas Reid – a significant detail given the focus of this dissertation.  
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and criticisms of certain postmodern developments, most notably George Lindbeck, and his 

―postliberalism.‖
586

 As McGrath observes: 

 Lindbeck‘s cultural-linguistic approach to doctrine sets aside both epistemological 

 realism and a correspondence theory of truth, apparently on the basis of the belief that 

 these have been discredited by philosophical discourse. Yet this is clearly not so. It is 

 indeed the case that what we might term ‗naïve‘ correspondence theories of truth are 

 treated with something approaching amusement within the professional theological 

 community. Yet there is no shortage of philosophers prepared to defend more 

 sophisticated correspondence theories of truth. An excellent example of this may be 

 found in the writings of Laurence Bonjour, where we find a correspondence theory of 

 truth is held in tandem with a coherentist theory of justification.
587

 

 McGrath‘s primary concern with Lindbeck‘s approach is that it lacks any grounding 

in reality, prompting McGrath‘s appeal to a ―natural theology‖ (properly construed) that 

secures our direct, albeit modified, cognitive interaction with the world. Believing that his 

account is  consistent with the best of the Christian tradition, particularly Augustine, 

McGrath‘s view of realism offers a nuanced account that allows for substantive cognitive 
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 Lindbeck’s The Nature of Doctrine has greatly shaped the theological discussion for theology in a 
postmodern context. McGrath’s The Genesis of Doctrine: A Study in the Foundation of Doctrinal Criticism 
(Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1990) was largely written in specific response to 
Lindbeck and the implications of post-liberalism that Lindbeck helped to initiate. 

587
 Alister McGrath, A Scientific Theology:  Volume Two Reality, 52. McGrath’s specific reference to Laurence 

Bonjour is especially interesting in that McGrath notes  Bonjour’s defense of coherence as justifying knowledge 
claims (he cites no source, but most likely Bonjour’s The Structure of Empirical Knowledge [Cambridge, 
Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1985+), but fails to be aware that in Bonjour’s more recent works, 
Bonjour has not only recanted his endorsement of a coherentist view of justification but  has embraced a 
strong foundationalist view of epistemic justification. Bonjour’s recent  ‘conversion’ to foundationalism and 
rejection of  coherentism is noteworthy: “I myself have a role in these developments *i.e. “the epistemological 
work in this period has been aimed at the delineation and development of non-skeptical alternatives to 
empirical foundationalism”+, offering some of the arguments against foundationalism and attempting to 
develop and defend the coherentist alternative in particular. But having labored long in the intriguing but 
ultimately barren labyrinths of coherentism, I have come to the conviction that the recent anti-foundationalist 
trend is a serious mistake, one that is taking epistemological inquiry in largely the wrong direction and giving 
undeserved credibility to those who would reject epistemology altogether.” (In “Foundationalism and the 
External World,” Philosophical Perspectives 13, Supplement 13 (October 1999):229. Bonjour’s explicit and 
demonstrative rejection of coherentism coinciding with his strong endorsement of foundationalism highlights 
a besetting weakness in McGrath’s otherwise expansive and thoughtful analysis of the complex 
epistemological relationships between theology and science, namely, the lack of extensive and substantive 
interaction with philosophers, specifically those in contemporary epistemology. A point noted in a book review 
of McGrath’s A Scientific Theology by philosopher Alan Padgett, see Theology Today 61, no. 4 (January 2005): 
567-570. 
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interaction with the world as it is (i.e. reality) while acknowledging the human and contextual 

aspects to that engagement: 

 an integral aspect of the rationalities of both the natural sciences and a scientific 

 theology is that the development and confirmation of ideas within their traditions is 

 shaped and sustained by an engagement with an external reality – however much our 

 grasp of this may be modulated by the human mind, and the context in which this is 

 located.
588

 

Such cognitive access to reality, according to McGrath, conjoins ―natural theology‖ with the 

mediation of our social traditions as described by MacIntyre. To resolve the tension between 

direct cognitive contact with reality and social and conceptual mediation, McGrath 

assimilates philosopher John Searle‘s distinction between ―brute facts‖ and ―social facts‖ that 

distinguishes physical realities from social ones.
589

 Consequently, McGrath‘s critical realism 

attempts to integrate our contextual influences with our interactions with the external world, 

including God, so as to allow for real and meaningful cognitive access to the external world, 

albeit with socially and historically derived conceptions that inform our theological and 

philosophical conclusions. 

 “ESCHATOLOGICAL REALISM” 

 Having critical realism as our backdrop, we will now explore the specific claims 

concerning realism raised by influential post-conservative thinkers Stanley Grenz and John 

Franke. While ―critical realism‖ factors into Grenz and Franke‘s analysis in a substantive 
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 Alister McGrath, A Scientific Theology:  Volume Two Reality, 120. McGrath elaborates: “On my reading of a 
natural theology – and, I suggest, on Augustine’s – there will be continuities, however weak, commonalities, 
however attenuated they may be, and correspondence, however oblique they may be, between Christianity 
and other attempts to make sense of the world, precisely because both that world and those who attempt to 
make sense of it have been created by the same God.” (112, Italics Original) 
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 Alister McGrath, A Scientific Theology:  Volume Two Reality,198. McGrath references John Searle’s The 

Construction of Social Reality, which as we previously noted is critical of “social constructivism” and offers a 
substantive defense of realism that directly challenges many of the claims that we have seen made by many 
post-conservatives and their philosophical suitors. In addition to Searle, McGrath draws heavily upon the work 
of Roy Bhaskar, philosopher of science, from which McGrath mainly derives his understanding of “critical 
realism.” McGrath delineates several varieties of “critical realism” (see pp. 202-209), but then concludes with a 
positive assessment of  Bhaskar’s model of “critical realism.” (209-226). See Roy Bhaskar, A Realist Theory of 
Science (London: Verso, 2008). 
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way, their own particular version of critical realism is best classified by their own 

designation: ―eschatological realism.‖ Grenz explains: 

 It is not the objectivity of what some might call ―the world as it is.‖ Rather, seen 

 through the lenses of the gospel, the objectivity set forth in the biblical narrative is the 

 objectivity of the world as God wills it, as suggested in the petition of the Lord‘s 

 Prayer, ―Your will be done on earth as it is in heaven‖ (Matt. 6:10)
590

 

For Grenz (and Franke), this additional element has profound implications for what we take 

to be ―real‖:   

 The biblical perspective leads us to what we might call an ―eschatological realism.‖ 

 There is a real universe ―out there,‖ we readily acknowledge. But this reality – this 

 ―out there‖ – lies ―before,‖ rather than ―beneath‖ or ―around‖ us. Ours is a universe 

 that is in the process of being created . . .  Therefore, rather than merely being 

 discovered via experimentation, the new creation toward which our world is 

 developing is experienced through anticipation.
591

  

 

Based on ―eschatological realism,‖ Grenz proposes significant alterations to our conception 

of ―objectivity‖:   

 Therefore, ultimately the ―objectivity of the world‖ about which we can truly speak is 

 an objectivity of a future, eschatological world. Seen from this perspective, the 

 objective universe is the universe that one day will be. . . . Because this future reality 

 is God‘s determined will for creation, as that which cannot be shaken (Heb. 12:26-28) 

 it is far more real, and hence more objective, than the present world, which is even 

 now passing away (1 Cor. 7:31). . . . Therefore, the only ultimately valid ―objectivity 

 of the world‖ is that of a future, eschatological world, and the ―actual‖ universe is the 

 universe as it one day will be.
592
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 Grenz, Renewing the Center, 254.  See also Beyond Foundationalism, 271-273. 

591
 Grenz and Franke, Beyond Foundationalism, 272. What is precisely meant by “anticipated” is less than clear 

in their explication of “eschatological realism, “ particularly in regards to epistemology. 

592
 Grenz, Renewing the Center, 254. This conception of “objectivity” based on “eschatological realism” is 

extensively criticized by D.A. Carson, who argues that “eschatological realism” suffers from three major 
problems. First, it would seem that their claim that reality will be realized in the eschaton is itself reliant on the 
same Scripture by which one can make claims about the past and the present. This leaves one to ask: if one 
can have ‘objective’ knowledge based on Scripture about the future, why not claim to have ‘objective’ 
knowledge about the present and past based on the revelations from the same Scripture. Second, Carson 
rightly points out that Grenz (and Franke) seem guilty of a category mistake when they claim that since the 
eschatological world to come is final and eternal, then it is also more “real.” Finally, Carson notes that even in 
the eschaton, we will remain finite creatures that lack omniscience. If human finitude is grounds for rejecting 
epistemic objectivity and certainty as many post-conservatives contend, then even in the eternal state and 
even with the removal of sin, human knowledge would still be finite and therefore lack objectivity. See D.A. 
“Domesticating the Gospel: A Review of Grenz’s Renewing the center” In Reclaiming the center: 47–49. James 
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In Grenz‘s estimation, ―eschatological realism‖ is not only consistent with Scripture but 

improves upon the insights of social and linguistic constructivism: 

 Rather than being antithetical to the constructionist insight, the ―eschatological 

 realism‖ indicative of the Christian theological style actually takes social 

 constructionism a crucial step forward. Eschatological realism gives shape to a social 

 constructionist understanding of our shared human task. As God‘s image-bearers, we 

 have a divinely given mandate to participate in God‘s work of constructing a world in 

 the present that reflects God‘s own eschatological will for creation. Because of the 

 role of language in the world- constructing task, this mandate has a strongly linguistic 

 dimension. We participate with God as, through the constructive power of language, 

 we inhabit a present linguistic world  that sees all reality from the perspective of the 

 future, real world that God is bringing to pass.
593

 

Grenz credits his conception of ―eschatological realism‖ largely to the analysis of Wolfhart 

Pannenberg, specifically two details, the defining of truth in terms of coherence, and the 

claim that truth so construed will not be realized in the present, but in the future: 

 For Pannenberg . . . this future orientation is not only epistemological but also 

 operative in the realm of ontology. Hence, he declares, ―Not only our knowing but 

 also the identity of things themselves are not yet completely present in the process of 

 time.‖ . . . Hence, Pannenberg is arguing for what we might call ―the ontological 

 priority of the future,‖ which looks to the future for the determination of ontological 

 reality.
594

 

  

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
Beilby offers some additional analysis and critique concerning realism in relation to these postmodern 
contentions in “The Implications of Postmodernism for Theology: On Meta-Narratives, Foundationalism, and 
Realism,” Princeton Theological Review 34 (Spring 2006). For a cogent defense of timeless propositions, see 
Paul Helm, “Revealed Propositions and Timeless Truths,” Religious Studies 8 (1972): 127-136. 
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 Grenz, Renewing the Center, 254. *Italics Added+ Note Grenz’s attaching the adjective “real” to the future 
state of affairs that is yet to obtain. This significant detail will noted below. 
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 Grenz and Franke, Beyond Foundationalism, 268. Grenz and Franke ‘s quotation of Pannenberg is from his 

Metaphysics and the Idea of God, trans. Philip Clayton (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1990), 
94. Grenz does note the significant similarities between Pannenberg and Process Theology, but in Reason for 
Hope, Grenz, while acknowledging the charges of panentheism and even pantheism that have been applied to 
Pannenberg, deflects such criticism and whatever possible implications they would have for Pannenberg’s 
notion of reality in relation to time and the future. See Reason for Hope, 95-96; 143-144; and especially 288-
289. For an alternative perspective of whether Pannenberg qualifies as a panentheist, see John W. Cooper, 
Panentheism: The Other God of the Philosophers From Plato to the Present (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 
2006), chapter 11. 
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 SCRUTINIZING CRITICAL AND “ESCHATOLOGICAL” REALISM 

 Given our brief description of these three permutations of ―critical realism‖ and now 

―eschatological realism,‖ we can now address the primary question posed by this dissertation: 

are such efforts at characterizing the cognitive subject‘s ability to access reality adequate in 

light of postmodern concerns and criticisms? Our brief survey has identified what I take to be 

some significant issues and challenges in regard to realism, especially in relation to the 

important focus for theological knowledge, how one perceives God and his divine activities. 

But do ―critical realism‖ and ―eschatological realism‖ adequately and sufficiently describe 

and explain our cognitive interactions with the mind-independent world which presumably 

exists, and perhaps more importantly, the Creator of this world? I am going to argue that in 

fact  these proposed alternatives to  direct realism exacerbate rather than mitigate our 

previously discussed problem of pluralism and consequently  commit their proponents to ―the 

self-excepting‖ fallacy, both in regard to  our truthful experiences with the world and with 

God. 

 As noted in the previous chapter, the issue of pluralism, while a challenge for any 

epistemological approach, seemed particularly problematic for the post-conservative 

proposal. Grenz‘s summary appeal to an ‗eschatological validation‘ in conjunction with his 

―mosaic‖ motif is illustrative of the problems intrinsic to the post-conservative epistemology 

and especially its recommendation of ―eschatological realism‖:  

 This leads to a final statement about the reconstruction of evangelical theology in a 

 post-theological era, one that fits with the apologetic focus neo-evangelical theology 

 has always reflected. Systematic theology seeks to show how the Christian belief-

 mosaic offers a transcendent vision of the glorious eschatological community God 

 wills for creation, and how this vision provides a coherent foundation for life-in-

 relationship in this penultimate age, which life ought to be visible in the community 

 of Christ as the sign of the age to come. Implicit in the construction of a coherent 

 presentation of the Christian vision is a claim to ―validity,‖ a claim that, however, 

 does not look to a universal accessible present reality for confirmation, but awaits the 
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 eschatological  completion of the universally directed program of the God of the 

 Bible.
595

 

Given Grenz‘s (and other post-conservatives‘) rejection of foundationalism and other 

‗modernist‘ epistemological contrivances, how does Grenz know that his particular account 

of the Christian ‗vision‘ and its transcendent and future basis that awaits ‗validation‘ in the 

eschaton is in fact what will occur, and not just for Christians, but for everyone? Given his 

conception of truth and realism, it seems difficult to make his explicit appeal to an 

eschatological confirmation of the ―Christian vision‖ plausible, especially to those who do 

not share his communal commitments (which presumably would include most if not all other 

non-Christian religious adherents) to that ―vision.‖ Grenz later asserts: ―The ultimate basis 

for the Christian claim to universality, therefore, rests in the fact that the goal it announces is 

in reality nothing else than God‘s goal for all creation.‖
596

 But how does Grenz know this 

without privileging his biblical grounds and interpretation? How is this any different than 

Hodge‘s ―biblical foundationalism‖?  Grenz‘s ‗universal‘ claim seems particularly 

inconsistent with his epistemological premise that knowledge is localized in a particular 

tradition-embodied community. Grenz attempts to resolve this tension (inconsistency?) by 

suggesting that other communities may likewise be integrated into God‘s vision: 

 As Christians we have come to see that the salvation God is effecting is the 

 establishment  of community in the highest sense. Although other religions can 

 contribute to the divine program, the vision of community – with its focus on 

 fellowship with the triune God – that we have received through our relationship to 

 Christ constitutes a more complete appraisal of the human situation and the divine 

 intention.
597
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 Grenz, Renewing the Center, 291. 
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 Grenz, Renewing the Center, 293.  
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 Grenz, Renewing the Center, 293. Here Grenz seems to particularly emphasize our experience of God 

working in and through the ecclesial community. In the next paragraph, Grenz also appeals to the Christian 
Scriptures: “According to the New Testament, we fulfill this purpose through our worship of the triune God, 
through mutual edification as we act as community to each other, and through outreach, i.e., service to the 
world and proclamation in the world.” But how can Grenz know that our and God’s goal will be ‘universal’ in 
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But how does such a move alleviate the common pluralist complaint against privileging the 

Christian perspective?  Moreover, this explanation seems at odds with John Franke‘s  

statement that ―No single community, tradition, or perspective can speak for the whole 

church.‖ Franke elaborates: 

 As mentioned earlier, the Christian doctrine of creation as well as sociology of 

 knowledge reminds us that all forms of thought are embedded in social conditions, 

 and while this does not mean that those conditions unilaterally determine thought, it 

 does point to the contextual nature of theology. All human knowledge is situated. It is 

 influenced and shaped by the social, cultural, and historical settings from which it 

 emerges. As a human endeavor bound up with the task of interpretation, the 

 discipline of Christian theology, like all other intellectual pursuits, bears the marks of  

 the particular contexts in which it is produced. It is not the intent of theology simply 

 to set forth, amplify, refine, and defend a timelessly fixed orthodoxy or a systematic 

 theology.
598

 

 But if all knowledge is contextual, and this seems consistent with our description of 

the post-conservative understanding of knowledge and truth, then this would seem of 

necessity to likewise apply to ―eschatological realism‖ and its application in specific regard 

to religious pluralism. Appealing to the future as ―reality‖ attests to the inability of post-

conservative proponents in their employment of an epistemology that reflects postmodern 

sensibilities to avoid what is known as the ―self-excepting fallacy.‖ 

Philosopher Maurice Mandelbaum succinctly describes the self-excepting fallacy as 

―the fallacy of stating a generalization that purports to hold of all persons but which, 

inconsistently, is not then applied to oneself.‖
599

  The problem of the self-excepting fallacy 

has been succinctly summarized and illustratively applied to conceptual relativism in an 

introduction to epistemology titled The Theory of Knowledge: 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
effect without making a universal truth claim that in turn requires some aspect of universality in our rational 
and cognitive efforts. 
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 Maurice Mandelbaum, “Subjective, Objective, and Conceptual Relativisms” The Monist 62 no. 4 (1979); 

reprinted in Relativism: Cognitive and Moral , Michael Krausz and Jack W. Meiland, eds. (Notre Dame: 
University of Notre Dame Press, 1982), 36. 
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 Relativists about truth must face a serious dilemma arising from this simple question: 

 Is the supposed truth of relativism (about truth) itself relative? That is, is it relative to 

 the mere beliefs of some individual or group of individuals? If, on the one hand, it is 

 relative in that way, then the supposed truth of relativism would seem not to differ at 

 all from the mere opinion of some individual or group of individuals. If, on the other 

 hand, the truth of relativism is not relative in that way, then we have a supposed truth 

 (namely, the truth of relativism) that is incompatible with the relativist claim that all 

 truth is relative to individuals or groups of individuals. On either alternative of this 

 dilemma, relativism about truth is in deep trouble.
600

 

If, as critical and eschatological realists contend, all our knowledge and rationality is a 

function of historical, social, and linguistic location and mediation, then this same problem 

would seem likewise to apply as well to those who would claim that all knowledge is socially 

and linguistically constructed. If one‘s  knowledge is socially and linguistically constructed 

as a function of belonging to a particular community in a particular temporal setting and 

context, then while the constructivist claims is historically interesting and self-descriptive, it 

cannot be applied universally to all communities at all times without privileging the socio-

linguistic model. But if the socio-linguistic model is to be taken as a universal description, 

which as we have seen, the proponents of socio-linguistic constructivism, including post-

conservatives, do seem prone to assert; then they are claiming an exception to their own 

claim of social-linguistic constructivism. This generates a serious dilemma: either one 

acknowledges that socio-linguistic constructivism  is a universal description and truth claim 

thereby undermining the universality of the claim that all knowledge is socially and 

linguistically constructed and therefore lacks universal consent (which seems to be self-

referentially incoherent) or deny its universality; but if the universality of linguistic-social 

constructivism is denied, then the claim becomes trivial in that it is only a description that is 

self-referential,  and therefore, has no broad relevance to the current state of epistemology or 

as a critique of other objective truth claims. 
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THE PLAUSIBILITY OF REIDIAN REALISM 

This dilemma for linguistic-social constructivism as well as the difficulty in avoiding 

foundationalism provides direct epistemic support for the claim that there are objective and 

universal epistemological truths that even critical and eschatological realists must concede.
601

 

This point is further strengthened by the concession of ―givenness‖ and affirmations of the 

existence of mind-independent entities that are even acknowledged by critical realists.
602

 

These considerations point to the plausibility of there being universal epistemic beliefs and 

―laws of thought‖ that transcend the plurality and diversity of localized and contextualized 

epistemological traditions. 

It is in light of this need for some universal rational and/or empirical principles to 

ground our beliefs in reality that the plausibility of Scottish Realism, and specifically its 

claim that there are certain basic beliefs and/or rational first principles that seem necessary, 

even in a postmodern context, making such beliefs/principles relevant and compelling.
603

  

The awareness of necessary rational principles and beliefs has led some philosophers to 

reconsider the epistemic plausibility of Scottish Realism in which certain beliefs are taken to 

be not only primitive and basic in regard to their epistemic and inferential status, but are 

considered to be ―properly‖ basic meaning that grounding one‘s beliefs upon such basic 

beliefs is neither irrational nor epistemically improper. This newfound appreciation of Reid 

and Scottish Realism in contemporary epistemology challenges the assertions of some critics 

that Scottish Realism is an anachronistic relic of the Enlightenment. As noted in the previous 
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 This is intimated but never explored by Grenz in his Renewing the Center (pp. 208-209) when he references 
the foundationalist tendencies of Reformed epistemologists, particular Plantinga, but then never seems to 
consider that the foundationalism of Plantinga, a more modest version of foundationalism, could be plausible 
in a postmodern context. See Plantinga’s particular critique that knowledge is historically conditioned and 
truth is socially constructed in a context of defending a modest foundationalism, see Plantinga, Warranted 
Christian Belief, 427ff. 

602
 McGrath’s appeal to a particular version of “natural theology” seems to be a case in point. 

603
 See Reid, An Inquiry into the Mind, Chap. 2 sect. 6., Beanblossom & Lehrer, 20  and  Hodge, Systematic 

Theology 1:191-194 for their respective accounts of these necessary and universal beliefs. 
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chapter, Plantinga‘s use of Thomas Reid is just one example suggestive of the relevance and 

plausibility of ―Reidian foundationalism.‖
604

 

It is beyond the scope of this dissertation to give a full defense of Scottish Realism as 

a plausible epistemology in our present philosophical context. Rather, our claim is much 

more modest, to suggest that the epistemology foundational to Charles Hodge‘s theology, 

what I have called ―Reidian Realism,‖ is still plausible even in a postmodern context and in 

fact suffers from fewer liabilities than the ―eschatological realism‖ that informs post-

conservative theology.  This is not to say that Scottish Realism, particularly Hodge‘s 

employment of it in his theological methodology is not without epistemological problems 

(and even theological) – a point that we will briefly address below. But it is my contention 

that with some modifications, an epistemology and theology like that of Charles Hodge is not 

only epistemically sustainable, but suffers from less epistemic problems than the proposed 

post-foundationalist alternative, especially given our analysis of the profound shortcomings 

of post-conservative epistemology. 

For the sake of brevity, I will summarily note three specific strengths of ‗Reidian 

Realism‘ followed by two brief recommendations of modifications that address significant 

weaknesses of Hodge‘s particular appropriation of such realism. First, despite the significant 

misgivings of many post-conservatives and their postmodern suitors, foundationalist 

intuitions seem ineluctable and even necessary to avoid conceptual and religious relativism, 

as was just noted.  This became evident and especially noticeable in post-conservatives‘ 

efforts to avoid relativism, but still wanting to base their accounts on grounds not subject to 
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 See Alvin Plantinga, Warrant and Proper Function (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993), 183-185. 
Whether Plantinga and other ‘Reformed epistemologists’ are faithful to Reid’s original epistemology, 
particularly given Plantinga’s externalism in regards to doxastic formation, is disputable, see Paul Helm, “Reid 
and ‘Reformed’ Epistemology” in Thomas Reid: Context, Influence, Significance, ed. Joseph Houston, 103-122. 
It is not necessary for our purposes to settle the question of whether Plantinga is a faithful representative of 
Reid’s epistemology as our interest is in the fact that a contemporary philosopher who is cognizant of our 
present postmodern context finds and utilizes Reid’s epistemology in a plausible way; thus supporting the 
contention of this dissertation that Reid’s ‘realism’ is relevant and plausible in a postmodern intellectual 
context.  
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the vicissitudes of localized communal traditions. Additionally, such efforts seem necessary 

in order to have genuine dialogue with those outside of our particular local communities. 

Failure to be able to do so in light of religious pluralism seriously compromises the 

credibility of the Christian gospel‘s universal relevance. This would seem to necessitate a 

modest foundationalism not susceptible to the often cited failures of ‗classical 

foundationalism.‘ Moreover, such a foundationalism, while not over-confident and overly 

restrictive would provide an epistemic basis for our direct cognitive access to the world and 

to God.
605

 

A second strength of ‗Reidian Realism‘ is that such an epistemological approach 

recognizes and can account for a robust role played by concepts, including socially, 

linguistically, and historically derived concepts, that inform and shape our knowledge claims 

while still allowing for direct cognitive access to reality and therefore providing a plausible 

account of realism. Reid‘s account of realism, as illustrated by the specific details of his 

theory of perception, seems quite able to incorporate Searle‘s helpful distinction between 

―brute facts‖ and ―social facts‖ that accommodates the broadly recognized and important role 

played by social, historical, and linguistic contextual factors. To illustrate this claim, in 

Reid‘s account of sensory perceptions, he makes a crucial distinction between sensations and 

perceptions where perceptions involve concepts and beliefs that operate in conjunction with 

our direct sensory interactions with the world as it is (unmediated by sense datum). This 

significant distinction between perceptions and sensations when applied beyond our 

perceptual beliefs to other domains of knowledge would seem to allow for a robust 
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 Two recent  efforts that are particularly noteworthy, see Steven L. Porter, Restoring the Foundations of 
Epistemic Justification: A Direct Realist and Conceptualist Theory of Foundationalism (Lanham: Lexington 
Books, 2006); Randal Rauser, Theology in Search of Foundations (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009).  While 
such efforts generally endorse nuanced conceptions of universality and objectivity, certainty (a quality of 
priority to Enlightenment thinkers such as Descartes) is often replaced with epistemic humility prompted by 
epistemological challenges posed by skepticism and post-modern criticisms. 
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epistemological role to be played by concepts in regard to our interpretations and resulting 

beliefs that are a consequence of our direct dealings with the external world and God.
606

  

 A third strength is based on the historical consideration that Reid was motivated by 

and developed his epistemology in response to skepticism. Reid‘s epistemological insights 

offer us a strategy for dealing with skepticism that avoids Kant‘s conclusion that some 

knowledge is possible, but at the expense of having cognitive access to the Ding an sich. 

Such a strategy is well-exemplified in the works of Roderick Chisholm and Alvin Plantinga 

(among others who have been directly influenced by Reid). Philosopher Roderick Chisholm, 

for example, takes a ―particularist‖ approach in affirming that one is epistemically justified in 

one‘s intellectual commitments in the absence of defeators, even if the skeptic remains 

unconvinced.
607

 Thus the burden of epistemic proof rests on the skeptic to show why the 

proponent of a particular epistemic claim is not justified, even if the proponent is unable to 

advance any reasons for their claim. Chisholm‘s strategy, directly influenced by Reid, while 

not embraced by all, is widely known and regarded in contemporary epistemology.   

While much of the skepticism and cynicism characteristic of much of postmodern 

thought is less than friendly to the intellectual convictions of the Christian faith (a point 

sometimes overlooked by post-conservatives), benefit can be derived by the challenge to our 

intellectual pretensions that cause us to examine whether we have been epistemically 
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 A further interesting point is raised by Kevin Vanhoozer’s observation that Thomas Reid viewed knowledge 
by testimony as a social act. See Vanhoozer,The Drama of Doctrine, 28, fn. 71. Based on Vanhoozer’s 
observation, the epistemology of Reidian Realism would seem quite compatible with acknowledging a social 
dimension of knowledge and even tradition, an aspect that many post-conservatives believe is missing from 
more modernist epistemologies. As further support for this claim, several have noted that Reid’s conception of 
language involves a significant social component that would be consistent with our common observations of 
the social dynamics and dimensions of linguistic behavior, see Karl Schuhmann and Barry Smith, “Elements of 
Speech Act Theory in the works of Thomas Reid” in History of Philosophy Quarterly 7 (1990): 47-66; Angela 
Esterhammer, “Of Promises, Contracts, and Constitutions: Thomas Reid and Jeremy Bentham on Language as 
Social Action,” Romanticism (2001): 55-77. 
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 For specific rebuttals of skepticism that explicitly  employ elements of Reid’s epistemology, see Roderick M. 

Chisholm, The Foundations of Knowing (Sussex: Harvester Press, 1982), 68-69; Plantinga, Warranted Christian 
Belief (New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), 218-227.  See also Rene van Woudenberg, “Reid 
and Kant Against the Skeptics” in Thomas Reid: Context, Influence, Significance,161-186; John Greco in “Reid’s 
Reply to the Skeptic” in The Cambridge Companion to Thomas Reid,  134-155. 
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irresponsible or lax in our use of epistemology for theological purposes. This benefit likewise 

applies to the post-conservative criticisms of Hodge and his use of Scottish Realism. Space 

does not permit a full disclosure of Hodge‘s shortcomings as related to his appropriation of 

Reid, but we will note two particular weaknesses that can and should be noted for purposes of 

clarifying a plausible version of Reidian Realism. The first involves ―facts‖ and the relevance 

of one‘s social, cultural, and historical setting relative to one‘s perception about such ―facts.‖ 

One of the benefits of listening to the plurality of perspectives is that it cautions our 

confidence in what we take to be foundational and conclusive, and thus ‗factual.‘ Just as there 

are dangers with being cynical and skeptical, there are also dangers in being overconfident 

and failing to recognize the contextual conditions that incline us to belief in specific 

propositions. We can observe at times a propensity in Hodge to confidentially appeal to 

supposed facts that are not well-proportioned to the evidence. This confident preoccupation 

with factual propositions has profoundly shaped Hodge‘s theological method and 

consequently his theological conclusions revealing theological and philosophical blind spots 

in Hodge‘s rational analysis – a tendency in Hodge that led one Hodge scholar to observe: 

―Hodge had a hound‘s nose for sniffing out the philosophical assumptions of others, yet he 

was rarely critical of his own.‖
608

  

In a similar vein, the postmodern contention that ‗all facts are interpreted‘ is likewise 

a reminder, even if flawed and abused, of the challenge of interpretation- whether it be 

theology or science. It seems particularly important (and postmodern thinkers rightly 

challenge us in this regard) that we are finite, ‗fallen,‘ and therefore fallible cognizers. One 

must proportion our confidence accordingly. A chastened epistemology should not be 
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 John W. Stewart, “Introducing Charles Hodge to Postmoderns,” in Charles Hodge Revisited, 17. It should be 
noted that to affirm propositions as legitimate elements for purposes of constructing a theology need not 
entail a commitment to what I would refer to as a reductionistic ‘propositional hermeneutic’ that seeks to 
elicit from Scripture ‘biblical facts’ that are to be collated in a systemic fashion – a methodology that is often 
attributed to Hodge’s theological method and conclusions and with some justification. 
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considered a sign of compromise with postmodern cynicism and pluralism, but rather a 

position consistent with the best of Christian philosophical and theological traditions that 

while we are capable of knowledge as divine image-bearers, that such capabilities only allow 

us to ‗see through a glass darkly.‘ (1 Cor. 13:12) Epistemic humility should be seen as a 

virtue rather than a vice. While such humility can be consistent with Hodge‘s theology and 

affirmations of a moral component to epistemology, conservative evangelical predecessors 

have at times focused on the objective dimension of knowledge to the dereliction of the 

subjective aspects of human finitude and fallibility. 

This relates to the second shortcoming to be found in Hodge‘s theological approach: 

the tendency to underestimate the complex and difficult nature of interpretation, whether it is 

an interpretation of our perceptual experiences of the world or our interpretations of 

Scripture. Hodge‘s ―biblical foundationalism,‖ while rightly privileging Scripture as 

authoritative, reliable, and therefore decisive in theological matters, sometimes overlooked 

the significant and sometimes difficult aspect of interpretation involving the biblical text and 

the import of those hermeneutical factors for one‘s theological conclusions. Hodge‘s 

description of biblical interpretation (a mere page and a half) seems woefully inadequate.
609

  

Any implementation of Scottish Realism needs to take into account the significant 

developments in hermeneutical theory since the time of Hodge. Whether Hodge‘s use of 

Scottish Realism specifically contributed to his failure to appreciate the complexities 
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 See Hodge, Systematic Theology 1:187-188. It should be noted that Hodge is hardly unique in the minimal 
attention paid to questions and issues surrounding hermeneutics. Much of the criticisms directed at Hodge’s 
hermeneutic reflect the profound shift in hermeneutical theory that began with Schleiermacher, a 
contemporary of Hodge (and in fact whom Hodge visited while in Germany) but whose ideas on hermeneutics 
were only beginning to take shape and develop through the work of later philosophers and theologians, see 
the important work of Anthony Thiselton in this regard, see The Two Horizons: New Testament Hermeneutics 
and Philosophical Description(Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans, 1980); New Horizons in Hermeneutics: The 
Theory and Practice of Transforming Biblical Reading (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Publishing, 1992); 
Hermeneutics: An Introduction (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans,2009).  
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involved in interpretation, especially of interpreting the biblical text is questionable.
610

  Kevin 

Vanhoozer‘s comments concerning Hodge‘s hermeneutical propensity of reducing Scripture 

to being merely a repository of propositions is in this author‘s judgment closer to the mark of 

identifying the source of Hodge‘s shortcoming in terms of biblical interpretation: 

The main theological complaint to be lodged against propositionalism is that its view 

 of language, Scripture, knowledge, and, for that matter, God, is too small. By ―small,‖ 

 read reductionistic: propositionalism tends to see all of Scripture in terms of 

 revelation, to see the essence of revelation in terms of conveying information (e.g. 

 truth content), and to  see theology in terms of processing this information (e.g. 

 scientia). . . .As a science of the text, propositionalism leaves something to be desired 

 on both counts; its notions of  science and of text alike are ultimately too narrow.
611

 

If theology is merely the acquisition and organization of theological propositions, then this 

would profoundly shape how one interprets and implements Scripture for theological 

purposes. Was this a consequence of Hodge‘s modernist epistemology, Scottish Realism to 

be specific?  I think Hodge‘s comparison between theology and science with the emphasis on 

facts is in part to be attributed to modernist proclivities. But many of the assertions to the 
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 Some have argued that Hodge’s hermeneutical naiveté is a consequence of his appropriation of Scottish 
Realism. For example, McGrath describes what he takes to be the consequences of Hodge’s use of Scottish 
Realism: “Perhaps more significantly, the philosophy of language associated with the ‘commonsense’ school 
had a dramatic impact on Hodge’s understanding of the significance of biblical language. Words can be known 
directly and immediately by the human mind, without the need for any intermediaries. To know the words of 
Scripture is thus to know immediately the realities to which they relate. This theory of language is of 
foundational importance, as it undergrids Hodge’s belief that today’s reader of Scripture can be ‘assured of 
encountering the very words, thoughts, and intentions of God Himself.’” (McGrath, A Passion for Truth, 169, 
references  Kern Trembath, Evangelical Theories of Inspiration (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1987),  19) 
Such an analysis of both Hodge and “common sense” realism seems questionable as there is no direct 
evidence provided by McGrath or Trembath of Reid’s philosophical understanding endorsing such a view of 
language. Trembath’s description seems to be more of an inference that is improperly extended from Reid’s 
rejection of mediating sense datum, a highly dubious inference to say the least. Once again this point fails to 
take into consideration the relative recent nature of philosophical hermeneutics. Finally, McGrath and many of 
Hodge’s critics on this point fail to observe that just prior to Hodge’s too brief description of interpretation is a 
discussion of perspicuity (pp. 183-187) suggestive that Hodge’s confidence and too simplistic understanding of 
interpretation is more likely to be attributed to Hodge’s inferences of the traditional Reformed commitment to 
perspicuity rather than “common sense” assumptions about interpretation attributable to modernism and 
Scottish Realism specifically.  
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 Kevin Vanhoozer, The Drama of Doctrine, 268. While I concur that over-emphasis of propositions is 

problematic in one’s hermeneutic of Scripture and the theology derived from that hermeneutic, (a problem 
endemic to many ‘modernist’ approaches to Scripture and theology), there is likewise a danger, (and perhaps 
one symptomatic of many those sympathetic to postmodernism), to fail to see that while Scripture is more 
than propositions, it is emphatically not less.  
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effect that Hodge neglected the pertinence of hermeneutics seem over-stated. As Hodge 

himself acknowledges: 

 It is admitted that theologians are not infallible, in the interpretation of Scripture. It 

 may, therefore, happen in the future, as it has in the past, that interpretations of the 

 Bible, long confidently received, must be modified or abandoned to bring revelation 

 into harmony  with what God teaches in his works. This change of view as to the true 

 meaning of the Bible may be a painful trial to the Church, but it does not in the least 

 impair the authority of the Scriptures. They remain infallible; we are merely convicted 

 of having mistaken their meaning.
612

 

 

More to the immediate point, is a ‗Reidian realist‘ approach inimical to a robust conception 

of hermeneutics? I see no reason for thinking so. Certainly there is nothing in Reid‘s account 

of knowledge and truth that would intrinsically preclude a robust role for hermeneutics and 

its associated reflections on the nature and complexity of language and its social dynamics. 

CONCLUSION 

 We will conclude our comparative examination of Hodge‘s use of Scottish Realism 

and post-conservative epistemology with a brief reflection upon Augustine‘s thoughts on 

truth in a context of religious pluralism.
613

 In Augustine‘s De Vera Religione, we find 

Augustine addressing a very similar question to that posed by our present postmodern context 

with its religious pluralism:  

 The way of the good and blessed life is to be found entirely in the true religion 

 wherein one God is worshipped and acknowledged with purest piety to be the 

 beginning of all existing things, originating, perfecting and containing the universe. 

 Thus it becomes easy  to detect the error of the peoples who have preferred to worship 

 many gods rather than the true God and Lord of all things, because their wise men 

 whom they call philosophers  used to have schools in disagreement one with another, 

 while all made use of the temples.
614
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 Hodge, Systematic Theology, 1:59. 

613
 Augustine serves as an excellent example given the high regard given to him by many, including a number 

of postmodern and post-conservative thinkers (recall McGrath’s positive recommendation), and additionally as 
representative of someone who was a pre-Enlightenment thinker. 
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 Augustine, “Of True Religion” i.I, ( 225). 
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In language reminiscent of Descartes (and not coincidentally so
615

 ), Augustine offers us this 

perspective of truth and realism in a context of pluralism and corresponding doubt that 

mirrors our present day intellectual context: 

 Everyone who knows that he has doubts knows with certainty something that is true, 

 namely, that he doubts. He is certain, therefore, about a truth. Therefore everyone 

 who doubts whether there be such a thing as the truth has at least a truth to set a limit 

 to his doubt; and nothing can be true except truth be in it. Accordingly, no one ought 

 to have doubts about the existence of the truth, even if doubts arise for him from 

 every possible quarter. Wherever this is seen, there is light that transcends space and 

 time and all phantasms that spring from spatial and temporal things. Could this be in 

 the least destroyed even if every reasoned should perish or grow old among inferior 

 carnal things?  Reasoning does not create truth but discovers it. Before it is discovered 

 it abides in itself; and when it is discovered it renews us.
616

 

Augustine‘s confidence that truth is ―discovered‖ rather than ‗created‘ by human inquirers, 

especially religious truth, solicits an explicit and robust trust in God as the source and 

gracious provider of our cognitive powers that makes truth accessible despite our epistemic 

inadequacies.
617

 Such confidence about ―truth‖ seems more consistent with the theological 

realism of a Charles Hodge than the ―critical‖ or ―eschatological‖ realisms of the post-

conservatives. 

 For some postmodern thinkers, Augustine‘s pre-modern disposition to have 

confidence in theological realism is irrelevant, but as we have noted in our elucidation of 

post-conservative epistemology, the critical realism of post-conservative theology is an effort 

to preserve, on the one hand, theological orthodoxy that emerges from such a pre-modern 

tradition, while, on the other hand to accommodate what they take to be beneficial insights 

and criticisms generated by postmodern thinkers. It is this earnest effort to balance 
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 Descartes appears to have based his famous cogito thought experiment on Augustine. For more on 
Augustine’s influence on Descartes, see Stephen Menn, Descartes and Augustine (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1998). I am indebted to Paul Helm for this observation. 
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 Augustine, “Of True Religion,” xxix, 73 (262-263). [Italics Original] 
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 For more detail on Augustine’s understanding of truth and reason in a context of skepticism, see Ronald 

Nash, The Light of the Mind: St. Augustine’s Theory of Knowledge (Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 
1969), chap. 2. 
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theological orthodoxy with the localization and modulation of knowledge and truth that has, 

in the judgment of this writer, put post-conservatives in an untenable and therefore 

implausible epistemic position.
618
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 It could be argued that the difficulties of post-conservative epistemology are not unique philosophical 
problems, but should be weighed against the epistemic problems intrinsic to defending a direct realist view of 
knowledge and truth. Such a point has some merit. But much of the epistemological challenges for a ‘Reidian 
Realist’ epistemology as described here are primarily a consequence of assuming the widely-held Kantian 
premise that the cognitive subject lacks direct epistemic access to an objective reality. Without this premise, 
much of the postmodern epistemological suppositions concerning language and social context, and 
corresponding criticisms of foundationalism lack any debilitating animadversions towards foundationalism and 
realism. But as philosopher Alvin Plantinga responds in another context concerning Kant: “Contemporary 
theologians and others sometimes complain that contemporary philosophers of religion often write as if they 
have never read their Kant. Perhaps the reason they write that way, however, is not that they have never read 
Kant but rather that they have read him and remain unconvinced.” (Plantinga, Warranted Christian Belief 
[Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000], 30, [Italics Original]. If one rejects the Kantian premise, (and for good 
epistemological reasons), much of the other philosophical criticisms that inform the postmodern critique of 
realism in terms of plausibility lose their sting. For this reason, Hodge deserves credit for recognizing the 
profoundly deleterious consequences of adopting an epistemology mainly informed by Kant or other German 
Idealists. As noted in Hodge’s critical engagement with Sir William Hamilton, it is not only knowledge in general 
that is threatened, but our knowledge of God in particular. It is for this reason that Reid’s alternative 
epistemology deserves careful consideration. 
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CONCLUDING SUMMARY 

 We have examined in some detail the extent and specific ways that Charles Hodge‘s 

epistemology and theological method were shaped by Scottish Common Sense Realism. Our 

interest in this analysis has been motivated by concerns expressed in objections to Hodge‘s 

employment of Scottish Realism, and particularly whether such criticisms make his 

theological method plausible or a liability in a postmodern context. The thesis defended in 

this dissertation has been that two of the three general objections, ―the rationalist objection‖ 

and ―the  modernist objection,‖ raised by opponents of Hodge‘s ―biblical foundationalism‖ 

can be successfully answered in large part because  they are based on inaccurate and un-

nuanced characterizations of Hodge‘s relationship to Enlightenment conceptions of reason. 

The response to these two objections as presented in this present work are not unique to this 

author but mostly reiterate the analysis and arguments of previous defenders of Hodge.  

 Our specific interest in these earlier objections has been prompted by a third general 

objection, ―the plausibility objection,‖ which draws upon these prior criticisms and their 

construal of Hodge‘s epistemology. This more recent objection is motivated by an earnest 

desire on the part of its proponents to reform our theological method and epistemology in 

sensitivity to a number of postmodern concerns and criticisms. So the burden of this 

dissertation has been to examine ―the plausibility objection‖ generated by post-conservative 

critiques of Hodge‘s ―biblical foundationalism‖ and to ascertain whether Hodge‘s 

epistemological assumptions are sustainable and plausible given our postmodern intellectual 

context. 

 To accomplish this task we first surveyed relevant literature, both critical and 

defensive of Hodge‘s method and epistemology, to develop an adequate context for engaging 

in substantive analysis of the arguments and literary evidence for those arguments. We then 

explicated relevant details of Thomas Reid‘s epistemology and its influences to provide the 
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necessary background for understanding the precise nature of Hodge‘s use of Scottish 

Realism. This then allowed us when surveying Hodge‘s written works to discern the extent 

and motivation for his embrace of some elements of Scottish Realism. Additionally, in 

reviewing Hodge‘s extensive literary output, we were able to illuminate what was a major 

concern for Hodge, that of German Idealism and its perceived deleterious effects for 

theological Orthodoxy, particularly from the perspective of Hodge and his Reformed 

theological commitments. This prompted us to analyze Kant whose influence in epistemology 

was of particular concern to Hodge, especially in the specific form of Sir William Hamilton‘s 

writings. Comparing Reid with Kant provided us a proper context with which to understand 

and evaluate Hodge‘s epistemology and its implications for his theology and theological 

method. 

 Based on this analysis of Hodge‘s epistemology, we then were able to assess the 

merits of these differing objections levied against Hodge‘s works. We first examined ―the 

rationalist objection,‖ the earliest of objections to Hodge‘s particular approach, and 

concluded that such objections overstated Hodge‘s confidence in reason and minimized the 

constraining role played by Hodge‘s Reformed theological commitments. The second 

objection, ―the modernist objection,‖ draws upon the seemingly indisputable fact that 

Scottish Realism, a product of the Scottish Enlightenment, was the intellectual context in 

which Hodge‘s theological convictions were developed and articulated. While this is 

certainly true, the question remains whether Hodge‘s epistemology can be solely and 

sufficiently explained by Enlightenment epistemological influences without recourse to his 

Augustinianism. The conclusion drawn in the analysis of this dissertation was that Hodge‘s 

employment of Scottish Realism was in fact because of Hodge‘s desire to uphold an 

Augustinian/Reformed positive estimation of reason in light of the perceived flaws of another 

modernist ideology: German Idealism. Hodge‘s confidence in reason and its role in 



260 
 

theological reflection were shown to be constrained by his commitment to Reformed 

appraisals of sin‘s deleterious effects on human knowledge and rationality. Since a prominent 

detail of the modernist objection focused on Hodge‘s positive estimate of science, 

comparison was made between Hodge‘s response to Darwinism and that of Abraham Kuyper, 

whose own philosophical influences are decidedly not that of Scottish Realism. The 

comparison revealed that both Hodge and Kuyper make similar, if not almost identical, 

appeals and criticism to both scientific inquiry and Darwinism respectively. This led to the 

conclusion that ―the modernist objection‖ overstates the dependence of Hodge on 

Enlightenment thought for his epistemology and its effects on his theological method and 

conclusions. 

 As noted, our main interest in ―the modernist objection‖ is that such a claim provides 

an essential premise for the third objection, ―the plausibility objection‖; namely, that given 

profound epistemological shifts brought about by postmodern criticisms of modernist 

conceptions of knowledge and truth, modernist epistemologies, like that of Hodge, are no 

longer tenable.  This objection most prominently articulated by post-conservatives, was 

scrutinized as to whether the post-conservative alternative was more successful in addressing 

specific issues raised by postmodern thought, especially pluralism. Significant questions were 

raised in whether the constructivism implicit in a more postmodern epistemology, and 

explicitly endorsed by many post-conservatives  in their reformulated theological proposals 

for post-foundationalism, could satisfy evangelical and broadly orthodox theological 

commitments, especially theological realism, in light of such pluralistic challenges endemic 

to our postmodern context. The conclusion drawn was that not only did post-conservative 

appeals to non-foundationalist and constructivist epistemological strategies fail to provide 

coherent and cogent responses to pluralism, their accounts of the localization and 
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communalization of knowledge seemed to aggravate the problem of pluralism making their 

approach even less plausible from a rational and traditional perspective. 

 Such epistemological problems led us to our concluding consideration, that of 

theological realism. We scrutinized four alternative proposals, three versions of ―critical 

realism‖ and that of ―eschatological realism,‖ which were intended to replace the supposedly 

naïve and outdated realism of prior theologies, most notably Hodge. These alternatives to 

realism were shown to be no more plausible in regard to the problem of pluralism, in fact 

they are arguably less plausible than direct realism in general and ―Reid‘s Realism‖ in 

particular. Moreover, they seemed to be guilty of ―the self-excepting fallacy‖ which raises 

significant questions about the rational and practical coherence of rejecting the more 

traditional affirmation of realism. In conclusion, ―Reid‘s Realism‖ was proposed as a viable 

epistemology that is consistent with traditional, specifically Augustinian, assumptions of 

theological realism, even if standing in need of some modulation and qualification in light of 

pressing postmodern criticisms. 
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