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THE CONCEPTION OF GOD IN MODERU PHILOSOPHY 

(A Presentation of the Views of Josiah Royce,Henri Bergson,W1li1am 
J ames and H.G. Wells) 

H.A.Bas111us 



The two conoepts,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 speoulation,some­

times preceded by observation. When speaking of the conception of 

God"in philosophy,we must,therefore,diseooiate from our minds the 

popular religious oonnotations · of the term. In religion the concep­

tion of God is usuall~t the st~ing point while in philosophy it 

is,at best,a primary means. The difference is very well carried 

out in the· worde of Prof.Wright,who in his STUDENT'S PHILOSOPHY 

OF RELIGION writes the following: 

11 The_ conception of God is employed,not for the purpose 
of sentiment and devotion,but in the endeavor to understand the 
universe,and man•s relation to it. The symbols of physics are 
justifiable,because through them man is enabled to some extent to 
understand and control physical conditions. The symbol of God 
is justifiable in philosophy,provided that througn it man is bet­
ter able to understand and adapt himself to the world in which 
he li~es; otherwise not." 

We see,thel,1ore,tha.t to ~hilosophy God is merely a symbo1 

of expression which mi ght be compared to\the algebraic •x•; and,as 

the nx11 varies according to the equation in which it is employed, 

so also the symbol of God varies according to the system of phi1o­

sophy in which it is included. Bchtolasticiam 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 

describes 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
oeptions of God are not only put forth,but are receiving wide and 
serious consideration. In this it simple shares the movement whiah 
has overtaken all ideas. Various causes have conspired to this re­
sult •....• and perhaps more influential than all ••.• interesta (1a) 
the desire to find some interpr~tation of reality which shall ap­
proximately express the reaction of experience to the infinite 
mystery of the world.• (p.64) 

If the above mentioned flux is characteristic of all 

philosophy,then it is particula~ly true of modern ph1losophy,wh1ch 



___ __, _________________ _ 
we may arbitrarily define as philosophy since 1860,the year fn 

whioh Schopenhauer,the last of the Kantians,died and upon whose 

death began the great struggle between idealism and naturalism,wh1ch 

characterizes modern philosophic thought. From t hese 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 a s t wo 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 

ua several very general objectives. I~ accordance with our thesis 

we shall,of course,treat the religious speculations of the above 

na111ed philosophers. We shall nevertheless also show the roots of 

the respective s ystems from which these speculations take their 

source. We shall also attem~to show the endeavors of harmonizing-­

if the expr eEsion may be pardoned-religio-philosophic thought with 

the subst'ig'ta of revealed. religion together with the fact of and 

cause for the i nevitable failure of such attempts. And finally,we 

hope to point out on the basis of our study a definite and construc­

tive value accruing from philosophioo-religio•s study. We shall, 

however,despite objectives,endeavor to assume an entirely objective 

attitude in t he 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 
major 

American philosophers,and practically every/branch of modern thought 

was represented by one or the other of the luminaries occupying 

Harvard's chairs of philosophy among whom were numbered Santayana, 

Perry,Royoe and Wm.James. It is Prof.Ralph Barton Perry,who baa aa­

ewned the role of historiographer for this famous group,a.nd we sba11 

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

In speaking of his colleague Royce,who is regarded as being 
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America• a formeoet exponent of Absolute Idealiam,Prof.Perry re­

counts a n second wave of Kantian influence• which II came in America, 

as in England,in the form of the introduction of Hegel•. And Hegel, 

he says,marks the beginning of American idealism of which Josiah 

Royce was the leading proponent. Royce•s · philosophy always retained, 

according to Perry,a "naturalistic and empirical flavor",which fact, 

blended with subsequent influences abroad,is easily accounted for 

in Royce•s u l timate 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,Ka,nt and Schelling. He spent the remainder of bis life, 

teaching philosophy at Harvard from 1882 till 1916,.tlle year of his 

demise. 

It is interesting to note from our point a£ view the.t,among 

various obj ectives,Royce sought for a philosophical interpretation 

of Christianity,which was prompted by intense social interests as 

well as early religious training. When meeting this thought,we 

immediately hearken back to Thomae Acq'Q.!nas and the Scholastics, 

for they sought the same goal which motivated Royce•s speculattions; 

and we find t hat both have much in common from the fact that their 

methods were alike idealistic. Royce's efforts in 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, adequate grasp of reality•. Royce,bowever,blended his naturalis­

tic and emplirical tendencies with his maj'S\91 inclinations by stres­

sing the reality of ideas. He came to regard reality aa •the ful­

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

Absolute whose na.me his system bears. 



• 
We have stated that Royce bad strong social leaninga,and 

Prof.Wright of Da.rt~outb sees in them tb~s~ting point for the 
• 

developement of bis system. Wright writes: 
1 The fact of the mental isolation and moral uniqueness of 

every human being on t he one hand, with the fact that his knowledge 
and hie duties bring him into organic relationship with other hu­
man beings,and with the physical universe on the otber,lead to the 
conolueion\t;hat the universe as a whole must be an organic whole, 
unified in the knowledge and will of an Absolute Mind." (p.382) 

In looking about him,Royce noticed that,although we all ~par­

take of the same reality,observing the same phenomena with the 

sBl:le sensory organs and synthesizing our sensations with the same 

mental process,yet no man can know the_thoughts of another. We are 

very similar; s~ill we are distinctly and inviolably separate. 

Assuming then that 1) "reality must fulfill!!! idea.an, 

and 2) "ther e can be no facts that are not experienced" ,Royce rea­

soned the following from his observations noted above: Reality 1a 

a completely r ationa l ordered whole,no part of which can exist a-

lone. We morta l s 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 uoint somewhere which serves as the junction 

for complete knowledge an4omplete reality. This point or juncture 

Royce termed t he 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- which contains the addresses· 

of Profs.Royce,Le Oonte,Howison and Mezea delivered before the Ph1-

loeophioal 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 ia na being who is conceived as possessing to the full 
all logically possible k:nowledge,insight,wisdom •••• This conceived 
attribute of omniscience •••• would involve •••• what is rationally 
meant by OmnipotEp1ce,by Self-Ooneciousneas,by Self-Poasesaion--­
Jea,I shou,ld unh~itatingly add,by :.c;r:esa,by Perefction,by Peace.• 
l- """ '.\..Ne~ ... ~_n~~ .J-4.1~_, ~l,s;.t:l/:;w. 



Royce is a dualist in the question of epistemology: He holds 

that knowledge is comprised of thinking and experience. By thinking 

we merely viaue.lize a possible experience,and thinking ia,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 its object. 

The answer to our questioning represents the experience which 

verifies the idea, whose essence we defined as mere questioning; and 

it is God who,by virtue of Hiij/ Omniscienoe,answera. 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; ~e thinks and experiences 

with us; and then He answers our questioning. Hence,Royoe concludes, 

God's Omniscience must involve,besides Omnisoienoe,all the other di­

vone attributes mentioned above. Technically expressed,He possesses 

nAbsolute Experience" and "Absolute Tl;lought11 ,i.e.,a wholly complete 

and self-contained Experience and Thought needing no oorament,aupple­

ment or correction. 1.{oreover, these Absolutes are not disjointed, but 

completely organized as to their oonnectiona,so that a perfect whole, 

a single 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. 11 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,wep,t­

tribute it to reality,and it follows that,by recognizing our ex­

perience as fragmentary,we imply 11 an absolutely organized.experience, 

in which every fragment finds its place•. We might categorize thia 

argument as one by implicat~on. 



Royce e.dmits,however,that in speaking 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 Master of Novices of the Society of Jesus; for he maintains 

that II every effo:?:t to deny an Absolute Experience involves, then, the 

actual assertion of such an Absolute Experienoen. 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 exi stence, then the ~erinination of the world of 
experience to be t his world and no other,the fact that reality con­
tains no other f acts t han these,is,as the supposed final reality, 
itself the obj ect of one exoerience,for which the fragmentariness 
of the finite world appears.as- a presented and absolute fact,be-
yond which no reality is to be viewed as even genuinely possible. 
Fo:?: this final experienoe,the conception of any possible experience 
beyond is known. a s an ungr ounded conceotion,as an actual impossi­
bility. But so,this final experience ls by hypothesis forthwith 
defined as One,as all-inclusive,as determined by nothing beyond 
iteelf,as assured of t he comnlete fulfilment of its own ideas con­
cerning what is,---in brief,1.t becomes an absolute experience.• (p.43) 

The relation of t his Absolute Experience to our own expe­

rience, which is fini~e,1s regarded by Prof.Royce as the relation of 

nan organic whole to its own fragments0 • 

This conception of God was belie~ed by the Harvard idealist 

to be the true philosophic conoeption,a fact obvious from the ter­

minology which he applied to God. With the term "Absolute Experience• 

he uses int.erchangeably 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 Experienoe . 
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 eternally obtained". (p.45f.) 

But Josiah RoY.ce,as all idealistic philosophers,had al.so 

.to solve thw p:;roblem of evil and .zonize it wit~ his system. '?his 
~;~ ~ -nu,44~ _..._ --~-1,,1_,1,1._ .. ____ ,,,.+ ...... a. .. .; 
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• 

and struggle (the various inf~rmities of life) appears as a pa.rt 

of a whole in whose wholeness the fragments find their true place, 

the ideas t heir realizat1on,the seeking its fulfilment,and our whole 
e 

life its truth,and so its etrnal rest----that peace which trans-
" cends the storm of its agony and its restlessness.• (p.47) It is, 

according to t his theory our very finiteness,the bitterness and 

infirmity and incompleteness of life which manifest the glory and 

existence of God,i n that these fragments of the Absolute imply 

its reality. In fact,evil is not merely something to be born with 

regret; it i s ab solutely neces sary in this world,in order that God 

may triumph. Thus, f or ins tance,some idealists find a substantiating 

parallel in the hi stony of the Churoh,in so far as they mai~n 

that t he pass ion of Christ was es sential,in order that the spiri­

tualization of the Church mi ght follow. They regard the apparently 

evil world as har monious to God in His infinity,or,more candidly, ~ 
Vo 

God even en joys our suffering. A logical conclusion would be that ~ 

we in i mmortality shall also partake of this seemingly unjust joy.f!:1 >e· 
~ ~ 

And,although Royce does not openly profess belief in this immor- ~ z ~ 

tality, many scholars cla im that it is consistent with his thought ~-i j 
0 Cll ~ 

and hence pronounce his s ytem complete. ~ c,_ ::> 
~~ s 

As an aftermath,Prof. Royce pr~sents an apology for his con~~ • 
~ot; 

ception of God to Christiana. He identifies his speculatively con"'-".!:.. OZ 
<!!-:, 

ceived deity with the one vaguely defined by Aristotle in an a:iuall! o 

speoulat~ve .manner. The Christian God,1.e.,Fulfilled Thought or 

Self-poss~ssed Experience,he statea,has long been placed in oppoai~ 

tion to hie concept of God,the Absolute Experience. But it rema.ined 

for Christian mysti.cism 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.ihomas Acquinas in whose work he believe the reconciliation to 

have been oulmillj,ted. Although ex,pressing himself as impatient with 
~../,/ ~ ~.8Atl41,Jr.;,t ~ , • 
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represented in the historical faith•,Royoe 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 hdis conception of 

God as the Absolute. 

Nor is Royce alone in the la.st stated position. Representative 

of the agreement which a -nu.'llber of other philosophical scholars ac­

cord to him in t he matter is the following statement of Prof. Wright: 

"The conception of Go~a.dvocated by Royoe •.••• satisfaotorily 
validates prayer a.nd other forms of religious experience ••.•...•••. 
In these experienoes,if we accept Royce's conception of God,we 
can say that the individual i dentifies himself with the thought 
and will of God. If it is i n some degree through gaining the view­
point of God,the universal Self,that we are able to conununicate with 
each other and know a common world,and if it 1s through our identity 
with Him that we can unite in common loyalties,and if it is through 
our common social exneri ence in the Church that we have learned to 
know and apprecifl.te Christ, 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 mi ght add that his conception is quite generally 

regarded as the most brilliant and typical of the absolute idealists. 

It i:s, i n line w i. th the same thought, likel",ise considered the sharpest 

challenge t o the conceptions of a finite God which are advocated 

by other Europea,n and American philosophers,a.s we shall ha.ve occa.­

sion to observe with the developement of our thesis. 

In the man Royce we saw the social psyohologist,theorizer 

and dialectician. In Henri Bergson,the French Jew,we have an oppo­

site 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 11 cold sciences• ,Bergson was piqued by the 

insoluble mystery underlying material nature. He could not resist 

the lure of metaphysics and eventually became a student # and 

teacher of philosophy. After having published saeral books in this 

field (TIJ.'1!: A1'ID FREE WILL; MATTER AND UEJ.IORY), he became professor 

Rt thA nn11A~A nA Trenoe 1n J900. seven vears lat_er_his chef-d1oeuvre 
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fectly in one point,and that is the fact that they speculate a God. 

And herein lies their irreconcilability with Christianity. 

The Christian God is the God of revelation. He cannot be in­

duced froni the facts of nature and life; the facts of nature and 

life must,instead, be interpreted according to the God Who revealed 

the fact t hat He has created and still preserves them. It seems, 

therefore,to t he 'l.7riter that,no matter whether a man be an ortho­

dox Christian or a purely materialistic pagan,he cannot fail to see 

that t he ,od of Chriet iane and the God of philosophy must,by their 

very origin, be i ncompatible. The attempt of Prof.ll iller to inter­

pret Bergson•s conception,and the similar attempt of Prof.Floumoy 

to i nt er pret Ja.mes,as being compatible with Christian theism must, 

as a consequence,be termed failures. 

\"'e do not doubt t hat a harmonization between the two concep­

tions i s possi ble in a general way. And i n this connection we might 

urge t he apologetic value of the study of philosophy. Natural man 

has a vague knowl edge of God,according to Scripturea,and philosophy 

substantiates this. It does not,however,follow that ergo,the God 

Whom t hey have speculated ie. the Christian God. In the first place, 

as was stated above,their ~od is the God of speculation; their re­

ligion is that of experience,the inner light,character and aalw.tion 

through self. And in the second place,their aystema make no roan 

for Christ the saviour. To them He is little more than the sage Oon­

fuc~ius. The doctrine of the vicarious satisfaction and justifica­

tion they repudiate in favor of a religion of works which satisfies 

the guilty conscience of natural man. How then oan a person who · 

understands the Lutheran oonfessiona,whether he be believer orun­

believer,maintain t hat these two opposite oonoeptiona,the.t of the 

Christian and tbat of the philoaopher,are compatible? There may 

be traces of similarity; but compatibility ia utterly out of the 

question. 



E. Vl .Lyman in THEOLOGY AND HU!!AN PROBLEMS (p.21),in speakizg 

of the God of one of these systems,that of the Absolute Idealists, 

states the -problem very clearly: 

"As one contert1plates t he idea of t he timeless Absolute in its 
strict 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 ourwor­
ship, and. appears like a huge,spherical aquarium encomP,;uassing within 
itself motion and life,but as a whole rigid,glassy an otionlesa. 
surely the ti~eles s Absolute is not the supreme so+ve of human 
problems,nor the God to whose worship we should summon the aspiring 
and struggling sons of men. 11 

And whet her God is considered as tiraeless or as finite is not 

of decisive i mportance in rendering the verdict against philosophy, 

for to t he writer the Gods of all philosophic systems fit the descrip­

ted quoted above. Disciples of Bergson and ·James,and Royce and Wells 

themselves have a t t empted to identify their conceptions of God with 

t he Christian conception,but we believe this to be logically impos­

sible, as i de f r om a ll minor di f ficulties in the desired harmonization 

process, a lone f r om t he f act that a God who is the product of specu­

lation cannot i pso f acto be compatible with the God of revelation. 

And as a fi nal thought stres sing the gulf between religionpnd philo­

sophy, we shoul d like to cite the words which a friend 1\9s written as 

a conclusion to t lle reading of Will Durant I s THE STORY OF PHILOSOPHY. 

On the fly-leaf of his volume we find the following_ very adequate 

words: 

"As I read tonight in old St.Louia,listening to the dripping 
of the r a in from the eaves,I seek a picture that will give my impres­
sion of the voices of these iovers of wisdom. The picture is ready 
to hand,for through the open window come the harsh cries of a great 
flock of wild ducks fl-ying south away from the Canadian chill. They 
make t heir way t hr ough the dreary,darnp sky with no star or moon for 
comfort and guidance. They fly in a great V,all aiming for the genial 
Southern waters,as philosophers seek for truth. But the tragedy is 
here that the unerring instinct which guides the birds aright,and 
which mi ght guide the philosophers if they would fly by faith and 
not by reason,has been lost to the philosophic world when 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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