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THE CONCEPTION OF GOD IN LIODERN PHILOSOPHY

(A Presentation of the Views of Josiah Royce,Henri Bergson,%illiam
Jemes and H.G.Wells)

H.A.Basilius




The two concepts,religion and philosophy,are two opposite
poles of reasoning: The one clings to revelation for its source
and authority while the other finds its basis in speculation, some—
times preceded by observation. When speaking of the conceptionof
God'in philosophy,we must,therefore,dissociate from our minds the
popular religious connotations of the term. In religion the concep-
tion of God is usuallyf the stadying point while in philosophy it
is,at best,a primary means. The difference is very well carried
out in the words of Prof.Wright,who in his STUDENT'S PHILOSOPHY
OF RELIGION writes the following:

"The conception of God is employed,not for the purpose
of sentiment and devotion,but in the endeavor to understand the
universe,end man's relation to it. The symbols of physics are
justifiable, because through them man ie enabled to some extent to
understand and control physical conditions. The symbol of God
is justifiable in philosophy,provided that through it man is bet-
ter able to understand and adapt himself to the world in which
he lives; otherwiee not."

We see,thef&ore,thﬂt to vhilosophy God is merely a symbol
of expression which might be compared tJFhe algebraic "x"; and,as
the "x" varies according to the equation in which it is employed,
g0 aleo the symbol of God varies according to the system of philo-
sophy in which it is included. Schlolasticism sought and succeeded
for a long time in standardizing the symbol,but with its overthrow
the wildest vagaries became current. Prof.C.A.Beckwith of Chicago
desorives and accounts for this variance with the words:

"From a condition of almost complete rigidity the idea
of God is becoming to a high degree plastic. Many innovating con-
ceptions of God are not only put forth,but are receiving wide and
serious consideration. In this it simple shares the movement which
has overtaken all ideas. Various causes have conspired to this re-
sult......and perhaps more influential than all....interests (is)

the desire to find some interpretation of reality which shall ap-
proximately express the reaction of exverience to the infinite

mystery of the world." (p.64)

If the above mentioned flux is characteristic of all

philosophy,then it ie particularly true of modern philosophy,which
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Weé may arbitrarily define as philosophy since 1880,the year in
which Schopennauer,the last of the Kantians,died and upon whose
death began the great struggle between idealism and naturalism,which
characterizes modern philosophic thought., From these two major di-
visions innumerable variations arose in the course of time. We can-
not trace all of these in our paper,not even the most prominent. We
do, however, touch upon a leading thinker of both England and the Con-
tinent as well as two friendly enemies in American philosophy,namely
H.G.Wells,Henri Bergson,Josiah Royce and William James.

In defining the scope of our paper,we have tried to hold before
us several very general objectives. In accordance with our thesis
we shall,of course,treat the religious speculations of the above
named philogophers. We shall nevertheless also show the roots of
the respective systems from which these speculations take their
source. We shall also atteniBy to show the endeavors of harmonizing--
if the expresesion may be pardoned--religio-philosophic thodght with
the substajta of revealed religion together with the fact of and
cause for the inevitable failure of such attempts. And finally,we
hove to point out on the basis of our study a definite and construc-
tive value accruing from philosophico-religiomws study. We shall,
however,despite objectives,endeavor to assume an entirely objective
attitude in the presentation of the subject matter,leaving the facts
in the case to speak for themselves.

Harvard University was for a long time the seat of the great
American philosophers,and practically ev2:;7§ranch of modern thought
vas represented by one or the other of the luminaries occupying
Harvard's chairs of philosophy among whom were numbered Santayana,
Perry,Royce and Wm.James. It is Prof.Ralph Barton Perry,wno has as-
sumed the role of historiographer for this famous group,and we shall

have occasion to refer to his writings from time to time.

In speaking of hie colleague Royce,who is regarded as being
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America's formeost exponent of Absolute Idealism,Prof.Perry re-
counts a "second wave of Kantian influence" which "came in America,
&8s in England,in the form of the introduction of Hegel", And Hegel,
he says,marks the beginning of American idealism of vhich Josiah
Royce was the leading proponent. Royce's philosophy always retained,
according to Perry,a "naturalistic and empirical flavor",which fact,
blended with subesequent influences abroad,is easily accounted for
in Royce's ultimate conclusions. Josiah Royce was born in California
in 1855 and was educated at the University of California before
going to Germany,where he came under the influence of Lotze,Scho-
penhauer,Xant and Schelling. He spent the remainder of his life,
teaching philosophy at Harvard from 1882 till 1216,the year of his
demige,

It is interesting to note from our point &f view that,among
various objectives,Royce sought for a philosophical interpretation
of Carietianity,which was prompted by intense social interests as
well as early religious training. When meeting this thought,we
immediately hearken back to Thomas Acquinas and the Scholastics,
for they sought the same goal which motivated Royce's speculattions;
and we find that both have much in common from the fact that their
methods were alike idealistic. Royce's efforts 1ﬁ the religious
field are well attested to by such prominent works as THE RELIGIOUS
APSECT OF PHILOSOPHY (1885), THE CONCEPTION OF GOD(1897), and THE
PROBLEM OF CHRISTIANITY (1913).

As was previously stated,Royce was idealistically inclined,
and that trend of thought assumes that "the word 'idea’ means simply
an adecuate grasp of reality". prce,however,blendéd his naturalis-
tic and emppirical tendencies with his majﬂg’inclinationa by stres-
sing the reality of ideas. He came to regard reality as "the ful-

filment of ideas",and from this premise he proceded to evolve the

Absolute whose name his system bears.




We have stated that Royce had strong social leanings,and
Prof.Wright of Dartmouth sees in them th#aﬁﬁ&ting point for the
developement of his system. Wright writes: ,

"The fact of the mental isolation and moral uniqueness of
every human being on the one hand,with the fact that his knowledge
and his duties bring him into organic relationship with other hu-
man beings,and with the physical universe on the other,lead to the
conclusiontthat the universe as a whole must be an organic whole,
unified in the knowledge and will of an Absolute kind." (p.382)

In looking about him,Royce noticed that,although we all gpar-
take of the same reality,observing the same phenomena with the
sarie sensory organs and synthesizing our sensations with the same
mental process,vet no man can know the thoughts of another. We are
very similar; still we are distinctly and inviolably separate.

Assuming then that 1) "reality must fulfill all ideas",

and 2) "there can be no facts that are not experienced" ,Royce rea-
soned the following from his observations noted above: Reality is
a completely rational ordered whole,no part of which can exist a-
lone. We mortals know only parts of reality. Could we ever secure
complete knowledge of reality,then idea and its object would be
identical. Since,however,reality is a completely rational ordered
whole,there must be a point somewhere which serves as the junotion
for complete knowledge andkomplete reality. This point or juncture
Royce termed the Absolute. And this Absolute was his conception of God.

The conception of God as was advocated by Royce is best
presented in the book by that title wnich corntains the addresses -
of Profs.Royce,Le Conte,Howison and Mezes delivered before the Phi-
losophical Union at the University of California in 1895 (THE CON-
CEPTION OF GOD).

In the address noted above,Royce first sets out to lay down
a definition of God,and the result is the following:

God is "a being who is conceived as possessing to the full
all logically possible knowledge,insight,wisdom....This conceived
attribute of Omniscience....would involve....what is rationally

meant by 0mnipotzpce,by Self-Consciousness, by Self-Possession
i

yes,I should unheitatingly add,by Goodness,by Perefction,by Peace."
7 T Maw_ﬁw’tz/w ! Aodinore % ;
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Royce is a dualist in the question of epistemology: He holds
that knowledge is comprised of thinking and experience. By thinking
We merely visualize a possible experience,and thinking is,therefore,
only the questioning concerning the nature of a certain experience.
From this we must conclude that questioning is characterized by the
divorce of idea from ite object.

The answer to our questioning represents the experience which
verifies the idea,whose essence we defined as mere questioning; and
1% is God who,by virtue of Hj Omniscience,answers. All ideas with
God are verified by experience. This does not,however,mean that
God merely views an external world of foreign truth. No,He comprehends
all thought and experience in Himself; He thinks and experiences
vith us; and then He answers our questioning. Hence,Royce concludes,
God's Omniscience must involve,besides Omniscience,all the other di-
vone attributes mentioned above. Technically expressed,He possesses
"Absolute Experience" and "Absolute Thought",i.e.,a wholly complete
and self-contained Experience and Thought needing no comment, supple-
ment or correction. lioreover,these Absolutes are not disjointed,but
completely organized as to their connections,so that a perfect whole,
8 slngle system of ideas results. It is,indeed,God who is this Ab-
solute Mind (Logos,Problem Solver,World Interpreter,All-Inclusive
Self)."Through Him we share in the understanding and appreciation
of the meaning and purposes of a common world." He is in time and
eternal,perceiving events as they follow in our consciousness and

also the entire succession as a totum simul.

Having verified the positied definition,Prof.Royce deter-
mines to prove it. When we speak of our experience,he says,webx-
tribute it to reality,and it follows that,by recognizing our ex-
verience as fragmentary,we imply "an absolutely organized.experience,
in which every fragment finds its place". We might categorize this

argument as one by implication.,
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f Royce admits,however,that in epeaking of reality and an Ab-

solute Experience we are talking of mere conceptual objects———
Platonic ideas,as it were,and the question now arises,is the Abso-
lute Experience real? The opposition claims that it is not real,
because it cannot be experienced. Royce,however,proves himself e-
qual to the occasion by exhibiting a dialectical adroitness worthy
of a liaster of Novices of the Society of Jesus; for he maintains
that "every effort to deny an Absolute Experience involves,then,the
actual assertion of such an Absolute Experience". His complete argu-
ment is best presented by direct quoting:

"If every reality has to exist, just in so far as there is
experience of its existence,then the ditermination of the world of °
experience to be this world and no other,the fact that reality con-
talns no other facts than these,is,as the supposed final reality,
itself the object of one experience,for wnich the fragmentariness
of the finite world appears asg a presented and absolute fact,be—
yond which no reality is to be viewed as even genuinely possible.
For this final experience,the conception of any possible experience
beyond is known.as an ungrounded conception,as an actual impossi-
bility. But so,this final experience is by hypothesis forthwith
defined as One,as all-inclusive,as determined by nothing beyond
itself,as assured of the complete fulfilment of its own ideas con-
cerning what is,---in brief,it becomes an absolute experience." (p.43)

The relation of this Absolute Experience to our own expe-

rience,which is finite,is regarded by Prof.Royce as the relation of
"an organic whole to its own fragments". :

This conception of God was believed by the Harvard idealist
to be the true philosophic conception,a fact obvious from the ter-
minology which he applied to God. With the term "Absolute Experience"
he uses interchangeably the expressions "Absolute Self" ,"Absolute
Thought" ,holding that they are merely different aspects of the same

truth,for,he says,"God is known as Thought Fulfilled; as Experlience.
absolutely organized,so as to have an ideal unity of meaning; as
Truth transparent to itself; as Life in absolute accordance with

idea; as Selfhood eterhally obteined". (p.45f.)
But Josiah Royce,as all idealistic philosophers,had also

to solve the problem of evil and haamonize it with his system. This

- Ay Aata vty sicidy by olatay el totry




and struggle (the various infsrmities of life) appears as a part
of a whole in whose wholenese the fragments find their true place;
the ideas their realization,the seeking its fulfilment,and our whole
life its truth,and so its e€?na1 rest—-—--that peace which trans-
cends the storm of its agony and its restlessness." (p.47) It is,
according to this theory our very finiteness,the bitterness and
infirmity and incompleteness of life which manifest the glory and
existence of God,in that these frazments of the Absolute imply

its reality. In fact,evil is not merely something to be born with
regret; it is absolutely necessary in this world,in order that God
may triumph. Thus,for instance,some idealists find a substantiating
parallel in the histomy of the Church,in so far as they mainayhn
that the passion of Christ was essential,in order that the spiri-
tualization of the Church might follow. They regard the apparently
evil world as harmoniomws to God in His infinity,or,more candidly,
God even enjoys our suffering. A logical conclusion would be that

we in immortality shall aleo partake of this seemingly unjust joy.

LIBRARY
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And,although Royce does not openly profess belief in this immor-
tality,many scholars claim that it is consistent with his thought

and hence pronounce his sytem complete.

1IEMORI

As an aftermath,Prof.Royce presents an apology for his con—
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ception of God to Christians. He identifies his speculatively con—

ceived deity with the one vaguely defined by Aristotle in a.nqua.ll

4\114.!4.

speculative‘manner. The Christian God,i.e.,Fulfilled Thought or
Self-possessed Experience,he states,has long been placed in opposi-
tion to his concept of God,the Absolute Experience. But it remained
for Christian mysticism to harmonize the two,defining and correlating
them as "the God of practical faith" (Christian) and "the God of
philosophic definition" (Idealistic). And he passes the palm to
St.Thomas Acquinas in'whose work he believs the reconciliation to

have béeen oulminzted. Although expressing himself as impatient with

ST. LOUIS, MO,
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represented in the historical faith",Royce stoutly maintains that he
is not a pantheist but distinctly theistic,and that all Biblical at-
tributes of God may exactly be predicated also of his conception of
God as the Absolute.

Nor is Royce alone in the last stated position. Representative
of the agreement which a number of other philosophical scholars ac-
cord to him in the matter is the following statement of Prof.Wright:

"The concention of God{advocated by Royce.....satisfactorily
validates prayer and otner forms of religious experience........ S0
In these experiences,if we accept Royce's conception of God,we
can gay that the individual identifies himself with the thought
and will of God. If it ie in some degree through gaining the view-
point of God,the universal Self,that we are able to communicate with
each other and know & common world,and if it is through our identity
with Him that we can unite in common loyalties,and if it is through
our common social experience in the Church that we have learned to
know and appreciate Ohriet,then surely we must conclude that it is
through God that we gain the spiritual reinforcement and other bene-
fits afforded us in our religious experience." (p.386)

As a concluding remark to our comment on Josiah Royce's con-
ception of God,we might add that his conception is guite generally
regarded as the most brilliant and typical of the absolute idealists.
It is,in line with the same thought,likewise considered the sharpest
challenge to the conceptions of a finite God which are advocated
by other European and American vhilosophers,8s we shall have occa-

sion to obgerve with the developement of our thesis.

In the man Royce we saw the social psychologist,theorizer
and dialectician. In Henri Bergson,the French Jew,we have an oppo-
gite type,and,as we shall see,his philosophy is also characteris-
tically opposite. Bergson was born in Paris in 1859 and began his
career as a mathematician and physicist. As is often the case,however,
with one who studies the "cold sciences",Bergson was picued bf the
ingoluble mystery underlying material nature. He could not resist
the lure of metapnysics and eventually became a student ¥ and

teacher of philosophy. After having published several books in this
field (TIME AND FREE WILL; MATTER AND MEKORY),he became professor

. p+ +he Onllece Ade Trance in 1900. Seven vearse later his chef-dtoeuvre
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E.W.Lyman in THEOLOGY AND HUMAN PROBLEMS (p.21),in speaking
of the God of one of these systems,that of the Absolute Idealists,
states the problem very clearly:

"As one contemplates tie idea of the timeless Absolute in its
etrict meaning---and especially as one regards it from the stand-
point of the ethica%life with its constant activity in the produc-
tion of spiritual goods---it loses all power to call forth our wor-
ship,and appears like a huge,spherical aguarium encompassing within
1teelf motion and 1life,but as a whole rigid,glassy anduotio nless.
Surely the timeless Absolute is not the supreme solver of human
problems,nor the God to whose worship we should summon the aspiring
and struzzling sons of men.!

And whether God is considered as timeless or as finite is not
of decisive importance in rendering the verdict against philosophy,
for to the writer the Gods of all pﬁilosophie systems fit the descrip-
ted cuoted above. Disciples of Bergzson and James,and Royce and Wells
themselves have attempted to identify their conceptions of God with
the Christian concepntion,but we believe this to be logically impos-
sible,aside from all minor difficulties in the desired harmonization
procese,alone from the fact that a God who is the product of specu-

lation cannot inso facto be compatible with the God of revelation.

And as a final thought stressing the gulf between religionhnd philo-
sophy,we should like to cite the words which a friend‘ays written as
a conclusion to the reading of Will Durant's THE STORY OF PHILOSOPHY.
On the fly-leaf of his volume we find the following very adequate

woras:

"As I read tonight in old St.Louis,listening to the dripping
of the rain from the eaves,I seek a picture that will give my impres-
sion of the voices of these lovers of wisdom. The picture is ready
to hand,for through the open window come the harsh cries of a great
flock of wild ducks flying south away from the Canadian chill. They
make their way through the dreary,damp sky with no star or moon for
comfort and guidance. They fly in a great V,all aiming for the genial
Southern waters,as ohilosophers seek for truth. But the tragedy is
here that the unerring instinct which guides the birds aright,and
which might guide the philosophers if they would fly by faith and
not by reason,has been lost to the philosophic world whean it discar-
ded the oracles of God. The wise of this world,decoyed by their own
exceeding wisdom,are an easy bag for Satan's hunting."
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