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Every rebellion starts with a small number of brave individuals.  Leszek Kolakowski deserves to be numbered among those who stood up to the juggernaut of positivism before it was clearly beginning to falter.  His book Religion If There Is No God: On God, the Devil, Sin and Other Worries of the So-Called Philosophy of Religion  is unapologetic about its stance in favour of the meaningful possibility of doing metaphysics.  Although we now live in times when the giant of positivism is seen by many to have fallen, Kolakowski did not live in such a time.  His book, first published in 1982 and recently re-issued in 2001, therefore should be granted some recognition for contributing to bold engagement of theistic thinkers in the second half of the twentieth century with the anti-metaphysical stance of positivism.

In many ways Kolakowski’s book is comparable to John Hick’s An Interpretation of Religion.  However, although Kolakowski covers much of the same material as Hick, his book lacks the subject headings and reference material of a typical introductory textbook.  Kolakowski’s book does include a large number of aphoristic passages from the great religious sages and mystics interspersed throughout the text, which loosely relate to the topics that he covers.  These passages are very provocative and could, perhaps,  be put to good use by an instructor for student assignments or class discussions.

Most of the main topics typically taught in introductory philosophy of religion classes are reviewed in Kolakowski’s book.  One will find competent discussions of the problem of religious language, religious experience, evil, predestination and relativism.  Unfortunately, all of these topics are dealt with without reference to primary materials and in a very compressed fashion.  To get an understanding of the level of compression, compare Hick's almost four hundred pages with Kolakowski's two hundred.  It is for this reason that I cannot recommend this book for first year introductory classes in the Philosophy or Religion.   It might be useful for higher level classes.

 
In addition to reviewing the main topics of the philosophy of religion Kolakowski seeks to make a novel contribution to the field.  Addressing the anti-metaphysical challenge of positivism is the abiding theme of the book.  He begins his defense in the opening chapters with his announcment of what he calls "the law of the infinite cornucopia" which states that "there is never a shortage of arguments to support any doctrine you want to believe in for whatever reasons."   In the final chapter he presents an argument, which  seems to include this premise, for why the anti-metaphysical stance of positivists should be rejected:  

My point is simply that all theoretical schemas of reduction monistic or otherwise, are in no better an epistemological position than the theologians' efforts to make secular events intelligible in religious categories. Why should it be more plausible to say that mystical love is a derivation of worldly Eros than the latter is a pale reflection of all embracing divine love?  Is God an alienated man or rather is man God's self-alienation?  Is the figure of God's son an imaginary sublimation?  Everything goes back to the same anxiety: is the world or perception the ultimate reality which people have embellished with non-existent "meaning" according to their various psychological and social self-defence mechanisms . . . or is the world more like a screen through which we dimly perceive a meaning and an order different from that which rational investigation can provide us?

Kolakowski's argument seems to boil down to the following:  All theoretical positions harbour metaphysical assumptions.  These assumptions require their holders to engage in the difficult and endless task of the defence of these assumptions.  Positivists are not immune from this fundamental epistemological predicament.  Therefore, they have no privileged position when it comes to having confidence that their metaphysical assumptions are true.


This argument, however, is overstated.  It implies that there is a reason for rejecting the naive anti-metaphysical stance of many positivists, which does not require us to go to the extreme of asserting the ultimate relativity of all metaphysical assumptions.  The anti-metaphysical position of positivists is unreasonable by the ordinary philosophical standard that it must be defended if it is to be worth anything.  It is this refusal to engage in metaphysical debate about their own metaphysical assumptions, such as their belief that all metaphysical statements are meaningless, that makes their position unworthy of consideration in the absence of such a defence.

But this leaves open the possibility that positivists could, such as Kai Nielsen has done, reject their anti-metaphysical stance and actively join in the debate about metaphysics.  In this debate they could defend their naturalistic outlook in the face of the competing visions of more traditional religious outlooks.  They could modify their anti-metaphysical stance to be less grandiose, such as to self-consciously defend the more qualified metaphysical claim that it is only non-naturalistic metaphysical claims that are meaningless.  It seems reasonable that such a position could, at least in principle, develop arguments that are compelling.   Kolakowski's assumption that all lines of argument are in some meaningful sense necessarily interminable is unnecessary to challenge positivism's refusal to recognize its own missionary vocation.

However, it seems that Kolakowski is not uncomfortable holding an essentially anti-rational stance towards religious belief.  At the end of a favourable discussion of Pascal and his wager, for example, he states that Pascal "knew that profane Reason is powerless to cope with the 'problem of God'  and that, strictly speaking, no such 'problem' exists, because God is not an unknown quantity in some equation we have to solve but a reality which appears to the believer in the act of worship, and no intellectual contrivance, however ingenious, can of its own power prompt us to such acts or to any acts whatever."   Whether such a statement is true, however, requires a greater defence than is provided in this book.
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