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Jurisprudence is to characterise the essentials of 
the legal process: the procedures by which claims­
at-law·are put forward, disputed and determined, 
and the categories in terms of which this is done. 
Our own inquiry 1s a parallel one: we shall aim, 
in a similar way, to characterise what may be 
called 11the rational process", the procedures and 
categories by using which cla1ms~1n-general can 
be argued for and settled.1~ 

Working with this analogy he draws a distinction between two 

aspects of an argument whic~ have been obscured by logic's 

holding to a mathematical model for its inquiry. In every ar­

gument in every field of inquiry we must recognize both the 

force of its terms and the criteria for their use. By the 

11 force" of a term Toulmin means 11 the practical implications of 

its use: the force of the term 'cannot' includes, for instance, 

the implied general injunction that something-or-.other has to 

be ruled out in this-or-that way and ·for such-a-reason." By 

contrast, "criteria" are considered to be the "standard, grounds 

and reasons, by reference to which we decide in any context that 

the use of a particular ••• term is appropriate.1115 

Once we accept this distinction it should be fairly clear 

that our criteria are field-dependent (to use Toulmin's termin­

ology), while the force of our arguments are field-invariant.16 

On the basis of logic alone there is nothing less logically 

rigorous about, say, aesthetics because it does not use the 

criteria of physics to decide between true and false aesthetic 

proposition. Aesthetics does decide between true and false · :·.:. :_. 

statements (.e.g., this 1s a great painting"), and it does so 

with the rigor appropriate to the varying aspects of its 
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subJec~ matter. But it does so on the basis of its own criteria: 

Just because. it does not assess the Choral Symphony in terms 

of electrons or neurons does not mean that aesthetic scholar­

ship is any less perspicuous or acute or discriminatory. 

Logic cannot tell or prescribe beforehand how a field of 

inquiry should do its busines~: how empirical would that bel 

But, with its mathematical bias, this is precisely what logic 

has attempted to do, and with predictably myopic results. 

Logicians must be prepared to supply "not epistemological theorz 

but epistemological analysis. 1117 It must become truly empirical: 

descriptive rather than prescriptive, and therefore also his­

torical, for 

To think up new and better methods of arguing in 
any field is to make a major advance, not Just in 
logic, but in the substantive field itself: great 
logical innovations are part and parcel of great 
scientific, moral, political or legal innovations. 
In the natural sciences, for instance, men such _as 
Kepler, Newton, Lavoisier, Darwin and Freud have 
transformed not only our beliefs, but also our ways 
of arguing and our standards of relevance and proof: 
they have accordingly enriched the18ogic as well 
as the content of natural science. 

In conclusion Toulmin issues the following admonition: 

Broad similarities there may be between arguments 
in different fields, both in the major phases of 
the arguments ••• and in the micro-structure ••• : 
it is our business, however, not to insist on 
finding such resemblances at all costs, but to 
keep an eye open quite as much for possible dif­
ferences. Thus. in some fields we should expect 
to find "necessary" conclusions as the rule, in 
others mainly 11 presumptive11 ones: in:ferences war­
ranted by "laws 11 will have one structure, those 
depending ·rather on simple empirical correlations 
will be somewhat different. Where differences .of 
these kinds are found, we should n·ormally respect 
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them; we are at liberty to try and think up new 
and better ways of arguing in some field which ··. 
specifically interests us; but we should beware 
of concluding that there is any field in which all 
arguments equally must be invalid. The temptation 
to draw this conclusion should be taken as a danger­
sign: it indicates almost certainly that irrele­
vant canons of judgement have entered into our anal­
ysis, and that arguments in the field concerned are 
being condemned for failing to achieve somethi~ 
which it is no business of theirs to achieve.19 

If:··there 1s one field in which a great many people have con­

cluded that "all.arguments equally must be invalid" it is 

theology, and I should like now to piece together what Mr. 

Toulmin has to say about the status and function of the_ological 

reasoning. 

The Logic of Theology 

Mr. Toulmin nowhere, to my knowledge, uses the phrase 

"logic of theology," and as far as I am aware he discusses the 

substance of theology only in two chapters of Ethics: (~Contem­

porary Scientific Mythology" being in the main an argument 

against the over-extension of scientific terms and concepts). 

But on the basis of what he says about other fields of inquiry, 

I feel that we are justified in talking of the "logic of theology" 

(indeed, it is ~lready a shibboleth in certain theological 

circles), and although it would certainly be dangerous to ex­

trapolate too extensively from.'.his :discussion of theology, 

nonetheless his remarks on the subject, though few, are rather 

clear and are in clear-enough opposition to those of other 

philosophers 1n his same philosophical tradition. 
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What establishes theology as a field worthy of investiga­

tion? Characteristically Toulmin would direct us to the roots 

of theology in the ordinary affairs of man, in the various sit­

uations and activities of human existence in the world. Once 

we have been so directed, it becomes fairly obvious that there 

are some vexing questiong lying around in our analysis of sci­

en·ce and ethics: if scientists qua scientists cannot justify 

science and if eth1c1ans qua ethicians cannot justify ethics, 

if justifications of these fields cannot be supplied in the 

terms and with the conceptual apparatus of these fields, can no 

justifications be supplied? Or are these questions merely 

illusory? 

No, such questions, "limiting questions" in Toulmin 1 s termin­

ology, are not illusory; they are asked with too much insistence 

. and persistence for that, and most frequently in four situations: 

.( 1) When someone asks , "How do you explain 
that?", of something which there 1s no question of 
11 expla1ning", such as the deaths on their birthdays 
of three children in one family. 

( 11) \.,hen someone asks, 11But which ought I to 
do?", of t1fo courses of action between which, morally, 
there is nothing to choose, and insists on an answer 
independent of his personal preferences. 

(111) When someone asks, not just "What reason 
is there for accepting this explanation?"--meaning 
11 th1s 11 one rather than 11 that11 --but also, "What rea­
son is there for accepting any scientific explana­
tion?" 

(iv) When someone asks, not just "Why ought I 
to do th1s?"--mean1ng 11 th1s" course of action rather 
than 11 that" one--but als~O 11And why ought I to-do 
anything that 1s right? 11 

Although they resemble other kinds of questions in many dif­

ferent respects, nonetheless they are very different e·specially 

\ 
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in one regard: they can never be answered conclusively as 

can the questions of science or another field; they always 

.seem to point towards infinite regresses. Such questions are 

not flagrantly extra-rational like many fairy tale-like conun­

drums, but they certainly are peculiar, for they never seem to 

satisfy a person. 21 

Such "limiting questions" make up the stuff of religion, 

the stuff (in Mr. Toulmin-~,s terminology) of faith. They are 

both eminently practical and eminently theoretical, for they 

enable us to ~ccept situations which logically cannot admit of 

a scientific explanation, to put our hearts into morality, to 

accept scientific explanations, and to decide for or against 

alternative courses of action with which ethics cannot help us, 

(where there is no question of one course of action being more 

socially beneficial than another). Furthermore, lest this 

sound overly much like a type of "God-of-the-gaps" strategy, . 

Toulmin notes (as does the noted philosopher of science Karl 

Popper22 ) that this a.pproach to religious belief along the 

lines of limiting questions is highly positive, constructive, 

and substantial. Psychologically these questions provide us 

with a sense of 11wonder11 -· at =.:the un1verse; 2.3 they enable us to 

"accept the world, just as the explanations of science help us 

to understand it. 1124 Historically, religious quests have proven 

to be the matrix for scientific quests, magic and primitive 

religion being the progenitors of modern science. At first, 

all uncertainty about the future was uniform, but gradually 
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science evolved to provide man with a "special, separate, and 

differentiated way of dealing with requests for exact know­

ledge.1125 

This does not mean, however, that religion has been ob-

viated in the process. Toulmin argues: 

Not only shall we continue to ask these ,Llimiti?l.67 
questions, but we shall genuinely want answers to 
them. And, of the answers which are given to us, 
we shall regard some as being better than others. 
Some, that 1s to say, will give us a reassurance 
which will not be disappointed: will allay our 
fear of "the eternity before and behind the brief 
span" of our lives, and of 11 the infinite immensity" 
of space; will provide comfort in the face of dis­
tress; and will answer our questions in a way which 
will n~i seem in retrospect to have_missed their 
point. 

This may be taken tacitly to be Toulm1n's exposdtion of the 

logic of theology, the standard by which one is to assess true 

from false religious assertions, the emotive context in our 

lives in which they find their use or job. Once we have properly 

delineated .the function of faith, there 1s no reason to logically 

eliminate religion from the catalog of meaningful discourse. 

In the arena of theology Toulmin ties h~s thought to a 

very personalistio, almost individualistic position, and ter-
. 

minologically his thought appears in Lutheran garb. We are 

advised to bear firmly in mind Pascal's distinction: we are 

neither to take everything literally nor to take everything 

spiritually, for 

it 1s asking for trouble if one ignores the dif­
ference between questions of science and ethics, 
which are matters of reason, and things like the 
existence of God, which are matters of faith •••• 

.. 
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We might describe the distinction between "faith" 
and "reason" in these terms--beiief as a matter of 
reason is belief of a proposition of some kind: 
belief as _a_ma __ t-terof faith is belief in a notion -of some kind •••• The very last question to ask 
about God is whether He exists. Rather, we must 
first accept the notion of "God": and then we shall 
be in a~position to point to evidences of His exis-
tence.2, (Toulmin's italics) -

·Religion calls for "a method of the heart," and in his con-

cluding remarks on the subject, he states: 

I have been examining the logical characteristics 
of certain types of religious argument: namely, 
those which are most intimately related to our 
earlier discussions about ethics. This I am en­
titled to do whatever my personal views about the 
importance or unimportance of religion. The pro­
priety of particular arguments within a mode of 
reasoning as a whole is another. And while a dis­
cussion of the first can properly appear in a book 
of logic, one's views on the second would be out 

8 of place, and belong rat~er in an autobiography.i 

No doubt to the well-trained theological eye these utter-· 

ances do not seem sufficiently clear; they will appear Delphic, 

ambiguous, small. But that 1s all we have so far from Mr. 

Toulmin, and if one considers the fact that he does not pro­

fess to be a theologian, it may seem to be more than it really 

is • 


