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INTRODUCTION:  

RELIGION, PHILOSOPHY, AND CULTURE:  

A CRITICAL PERSPECTIVE 

 
Rajesh C. Shukla 

 
   
In recent years we have noticed a growing religious and cultural revival in 
various parts of the world. The reasons for this revival may be many but for 
the sake of clarity we can broadly categorize them under two heads. On the 
one hand, there appears to be a renewed public interest in the understanding 
and construction of the religious and cultural identity of individuals and the 
role that such identity plays in social and political discourse of our times 
(Habermas 2010, 114-118). Millions of people identify themselves on the 
basis of their religion and culture and find meaning and satisfaction in their 
spiritual and cultural beliefs. On the other hand, some have also used 
religious and cultural commitments to justify some of the most heinous 
crimes in human history, forcing us even harder to consider whether 
religion and culture can serve a common public good or if they remain an 
impediment to human progress; this has been argued by many thinkers in 
the Enlightenment era (Cassirer 2009, 47-49). According to the 
Enlightenment view, the realization of true human progress and potential is 
virtually impossible as long as human beings remain constrained by their 
narrow religious and cultural commitments, together with other pathological 
emotions. 

Many have argued that the Enlightenment project, particularly its 
absolute trust in human reasoning as the fundamental criterion of thought 
and value, fails to appreciate the role of religion, culture, and tradition in 
human life, leading to an illusory rational and cosmopolitan ideal 
unattainable in experience (MacIntyre 2008, 51-61). The difficulty is not 
that such an ideal cannot be achieved because of a lack of resources – 
human reasoning, thought and commitment – but because the ideal itself is 
inherently flawed (MacIntyre 2008, 61). The overzealous insistence on 
human reason as the ultimate arbitrator of all disputes, conceptualizes 
reason in a formal sense that robs it of its human character and 
connotations. In other words, the Enlightenment project sets up an 
impossible and fictitious ideal and for that very reason alone it must be 
challenged – or abandoned – if we want to engage in meaningful social 
discourse (MacIntyre 2008, 59-61). This conclusion, however, has seemed 
to me to be somewhat rushed and problematic.  

It was an uneasiness with the above conclusion that made me think 
about the relation of religion, philosophy and culture – leading to the 
organization of an international conference on the topic in September 2013, 
at Saint Paul University, Ottawa, Canada. After some engaging 
conversations with my colleague, Dr. Sophie Cloutier, it became even more 
obvious to me that there is some truth in all three positions outlined above, 
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namely 1) that religion and culture provide us with the essential features of 
an individual’s identity 2) that they have caused much violence in the recent 
past or, more precisely, much violence has been committed in their name, 
and 3) that the Enlightenment project is correct in its contentions – at least 
partially – that reason and philosophical discourse can unravel the lofty 
possibilities entailed in human life and being, helping us overcome divisive 
religious and cultural differences and the politics associated with them. The 
focus of the conference that followed had, as its purpose, “to examine the 
intersections of religion, philosophy and culture, and to illuminate their 
common characteristics as well.” The essays in this volume are the revised 
and vetted versions of some of the papers presented at the conference. I am 
thankful to all the participants in the conference for their interest and 
enthusiasm in supporting the event and also for their contributions to this 
volume. I am especially grateful to the editor of the journal Philosophy, 
Culture, and Traditions, Professor William Sweet, for his active 
involvement in the conference and also for his help in the publication 
process. Finally, the organization of this conference would not have been 
possible without the financial support of Saint Paul University and its 
Research Center in Public Ethics and Governance. We thank them both in 
equal measure. 

 
CONCEPTUAL PRIORITY AND OTHER CONSIDERATIONS 
 
In a conceptual sense, religion, philosophy, and culture constitute three 
different domains of enquiry, pertaining to different aspects of truth and 
reality. Religion is said to be about the highest conceptions of truth and 
being, underlying the most meaningful and worthy aspirations of 
humankind (Bellah 2011, 34-37). It provides us with an explanation of the 
known and the unknown, the knowable and the unknowable, the real and 
the unreal, and the existential and the imaginary. In other words, religions – 
at least most of them – offer a comprehensive explanation and commentary 
not only on what the human mind can see and grasp, but also on the things 
that fall outside its immediate perception and grasp (Royce 2001, 187). 
Considered this way, religion turns out to be the foundation of all knowing 
and being in the world, claiming a genuine ontological priority over all 
other disciplines, including philosophy and culture. It can be argued, for 
instance, that religious beliefs and commitments shape the thoughts and 
thought processes of people in a substantial way (Bellah 2011, xvii), making 
it impossible for the believer of a particular religious faith to appreciate 
alternative conceptions of truth and reason.1 It is not surprising then that we 
often notice the impact of religious beliefs and convictions on the unfolding 
of human life and culture.  
 The Judeo-Christian belief that all human beings are created equal 
and that they all possess an equal claim to the bounty of nature and natural 
resources, is often identified, among other factors, as an important source of 
inspiration for cultural beliefs that support a democratic system of 
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governance as well as scientific progress (Landes 2006, 42). More strongly, 
the political liberty and equality of human beings, which have become 
hallmarks of Western society, have their ontological underpinnings in the 
Judeo-Christian religions – even if these political ideals were pitched 
against the institutional manifestations of that ontology in the first place. 
Likewise, Western scientific progress, industrialization, and the resulting 
environmental degradation, too, can in some sense be traced to the religious 
belief system that has dominated Western thought (Taylor 2005, 79). The 
notion that nature and natural resources are created for humans does little to 
improve the lives of the rest of the biotic community. On the contrary, such 
notions lead to a massive exploitation of natural resources, inflicting serious 
harm on the environment (Taylor 2005, 77). Opinions might differ 
regarding the intensity and depth of the above interconnections of religion 
and culture in the Western context, but that is beside the point. My point is 
simply this: religious beliefs do shape an individual’s life and culture and 
are manifested in and through them so much so that religion and culture 
sometimes become synonymous in a specific sense of the term. In this 
specific sense, Western culture may be said to contain the impressions of 
Christianity just as Middle Eastern culture reflects the Islamic religious 
tradition. In addition, the actual implications of this cultural and religious 
interconnection are never straightforward, and serious criticisms have 
occurred: “Examine the history of all nations and all centuries and you will 
always find men subject to three codes: the code of nature, the code of 
society, and the code of religion; and constrained to infringe upon all three 
codes in succession, for these codes were never in harmony. The result of 
this has been that there never was in any country…a real man, a real citizen, 
or a real believer” (Diderot, cited in Cassirer 2009, 135).  

One way of addressing the above tension among multiple centers of 
an individual’s loyalty could be a genuine adoption of reason and criticism 
as the standards of our intellectual and aesthetic judgments, and of our 
personal and social obligations. This emphasis on reason, and consequently 
philosophy, takes different form among various Enlightenment thinkers – 
and in other traditions too (Radhakrishnan 2006, 12)2 – but common to them 
all is an unquestionable trust in the delivering capacity of human reason. 
The implication is that reason alone can free human beings from the yoke of 
ignorance, narrow mindedness, and problematic religious and cultural 
practices. In the same spirit, we see Immanuel Kant arguing that moral laws 
must be rationally constructed and that they must not be influenced by an 
individual’s feelings and emotions (Kant 2012, 12). The general problem 
with the Enlightenment thinkers, Immanuel Kant being no exception, 
appears to be that of an oversimplification of human agency in terms of its 
abstract rational capacities, and neglecting practical aspects of its thought, 
culture, and being: “It is not simply that every philosophy has its source in a 
particular culture, but that it can never break free of that source… Language 
and values are rooted in culture. Indeed it is from our cultures that we learn 
what counts as philosophy (as distinct from literature, science, history or 


