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1. Introduction: What is “Atheology”?

This essay takes the form of an historical tale and three morals about the
relationships that hold between the sciences and Christian theologies. The
historical tale is a case-study in the history of psychology, namely the birth
of the term “emotion”. The nineteenth-century emergence of the concept of
“emotions” in English-language psychology2 and the concomitant neglect of
older, theological categories of “passions” and “affections” of the soul is
considered as an example of the displacement of Christian theologies of the
soul by secular and scientific psychologies. The approach taken in tracing
this transition has some similarities with that adopted by John Milbank in
his analysis of the emergence of secular social theories and with Richard
Webster’s account of Freudian psychoanalysis.3 The first moral drawn below
is about the merits and the limitations of their approaches.

Milbank and Webster both describe the rise of purportedly secular and
scientific accounts of social and mental realities as being either theology or
anti-theology “in disguise”. Milbank succinctly summarises the basic
approach in the introduction to his Theology and Social Theory:

By taking the reader through this genetic account, I hope to make it
apparent that “scientific” social theories are themselves theologies or
anti-theologies in disguise. Contemporary theologies which forge alliances
with such theories are often unwittingly discovering concealed affinities
between positions that partake of the same historical origins.4
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The emergence of a purportedly secular and scientific concept of “emotions”
provides an occasion to re-examine this methodology with reference to a
particular historical case-study.

The archaeologico-theological5 project engaged in by Milbank and Webster
is potentially very fruitful, especially in terms of the new insights that it
can provide about the relationship of scientific assumptions, models and
metaphors to traditional theological categories and adaptations thereof
(where such a relationship exists) but it is suggested below, for several
reasons, that it should be pursued only with due caution and with a view to
its own limitations.

In this study of the creation of the concept of “emotions”, the fruitful but
sometimes over-ambitious methodologies of Milbank and Webster are
modified by the addition of the category of “atheology” to their categories of
theology and anti-theology in disguise.6 The importance of this modification
is that it denies that “theology in disguise” and “anti-theology in disguise”
are mutually exhaustive characterisations of secular texts. The category of
“atheology” includes texts that are untheological and, as a subset, some texts
that are additionally quasi-theological.

A crucial point to clarify at the outset is that in calling texts “atheological”
I wish to distinguish them from atheistic or anti-theological texts. Atheo-
logical texts are alienated from the thought-world of traditional theologies
but are not necessarily written in hostility to them and are not necessarily
incompatible with theism. These senses of the term “atheological” will be
returned to below.

The second principle moral that is drawn from this historical case-study
is that in the historical and contemporary interplay between sciences 
and theologies, it is the atheological naturalistic worldview based on the
assumptions and narratives of the natural sciences that is often most
important, rather than the individual facts and theories of empirical science.
The emergence of a physiologically conceived concept of “emotions”
illustrates the fact that the rise of scientific modes of thought at the expense
of theological ones is sometimes as much a consequence of adopting the
assumptions and narratives of science as of applying the empirical results
of science. Another way of putting this idea is that while in the past 
some “Science and Theology” writers have sought to find similarities
between science and theology by treating them both as sorts of science,7 I
propose to investigate the ways in which both can be seen as sorts of
theology.

A third moral that is proposed is that it is a mistake to believe that the
identification of scientific narratives as alternative “atheological” mythologies
is an end in itself or a reason to dismiss science. Instead the identification of
atheological myths and stories in science can be a first step towards a better
recognition of the many roles positively fulfilled by science in areas that
used to be theological preserves, and of the fact that different parts of the
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sciences have different relationships with theological enterprises. There is
not just one relationship that holds between “science” and “religion”.

The psychological texts considered in the first part of this essay are placed
into three broad and sometimes overlapping categories. Some of the texts can
be categorised as expounding a theological psychology (e.g., St. Augustine,
Isaac Watts, Jonathan Edwards, Joseph Butler8). Others are anti-theological
(e.g., Henry Maudsley9), and the third category of texts are those that are
considered “atheological” (e.g., Alexander Bain, Charles Darwin, William
James10 ). A theological psychology is one that privileges God; it is a
psychology that describes the “mind”, “soul” or “spirit” as created by God
and in the image of God, and which places concepts such as “passions” and
“affections” within soteriological and Trinitarian narratives. An anti-
theological psychology is one that explicitly rejects talk of God and the soul,
sees such talk as improper to a description of mind and possibly as
unscientific or primitive; such a psychology would generally be particularly
hostile to theology in so far as it was perceived to concentrate on the soul at
the expense of the body. Thirdly, as already suggested, an “atheological”
psychology is one that is written without reference to God or the soul; it is a
secular and often “scientific” psychology that seems simply to neglect or
ignore the language and concerns of the religious traditions and to adopt
instead an epistemology and ontology proper to certain scientific enter-
prises. Atheological psychology is indebted in complex ways to theological
and anti-theological assumptions and categories but is more than the sum of
those parts.

It has been proposed above that an important distinction needs to be made
between empirical science and science-as-worldview. There is a corres-
ponding difference in nuance to the term “atheological” when applied to
these different incarnations of science. The detailed observational reports of
experimental data and the technical theory-construction and mathematics of
empirical science are almost always atheological in that they are simply
conceived and executed in a way that has no thought for theological
categories or narratives. The details of empirical science are atheological in
much the same way that a recipe in a cookery book is atheological—both
are, if you like, just “untheological”.

Science-as-worldview is a quasi-theological enterprise connected to
scientific practice, which provides sets of assumptions and narratives about
the universe, our place in it, and the proper way to gain knowledge about
such things. Science-as-worldview is “atheological” (like empirical “cookery
book” science, it is untheological) but additionally it is quasi-theological.
Science-as-worldview, in providing overarching stories about life and
reality, performs a very similar role to that traditionally performed by reli-
gion and theology. In using the word “atheology” to describe this enterprise,
I wish to emphasise both its similarity to theology and also its alienation from
the Judaeo-Christian theological resources from which it originally grew.
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The “atheology” (a naturalistic quasi-theology without God) provided by
some scientific writers is a particularly interesting kind of atheological
writing—it is not just theology (in disguise) or its inversion, but it is like
theology in important ways.

There are inevitably cases which do not clearly fall into any one of the
simple categories of theological, anti-theological or atheological. Particularly
interesting are cases of psychologies written with a relatively large amount
of theological language—but theological language that sounds hollow or
formulaic and seems not to be integral to the psychology. Use of theological
language is the primary criterion for categorising a psychology as “theolo-
gical” (rather than the beliefs of the author, for example), and the lack of any
theological language in some of the texts described as theology or anti-
theology “in disguise” by thinkers such as Milbank and Webster is one of the
issues addressed in Section 6. While in a clear-cut case of a theological
psychology the theological language is integral to the concepts and argu-
ments of the text, in borderline cases the theology seems more like a super-
ficial gloss. Those psychologies that use only occasional, thin or formulaic
theological terminology are better considered to be “thinly theistic” than
“theological”. In this way, the writings of Deists and natural theologians in
the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries (e.g., Charles Bell and Thomas
Brown) constitute a half-way house between the theological psychologies of
their predecessors and the atheological psychologies of their successors.
Christology and Trinitarian theology are among the obvious omissions of
such thin theisms.

So, another important distinction is that between “thin theism” and “full-
blooded theology”. Generally, when I say that a text is “theological”, I will
mean that it is “full-bloodedly” theological—that it is embedded in the
language of a religious tradition. In this study the religious tradition in
question is Biblical, ecclesial, Trinitarian Christianity. “Thin theism”, in con-
trast, is a term that picks out certain beliefs that include a God who is
perhaps conceived of as “Deity”, “Architect”, “Author”, “Mind”, or as “the
All”, but who is not described using the language and symbols of Chris-
tianity (or any other religious tradition). “Thin theism” in fact persists
beyond the demise of natural theology. It includes the Spiritualism, Monism,
Idealism, Deism, Pantheism and combinations thereof that were popular
with many scientists (such as William James, Conwy Lloyd Morgan and,
perhaps, Charles Darwin11) at the end of the nineteenth century. The thin
theism of these authors is much closer to being atheological than to being
theologically grounded, even if it can be claimed that they had some form
of theistic belief.

Atheological worldviews—quasi-theologies written in isolation from
Christian theology—can take many forms, and can use stories derived from
literary, philosophical, economic, political and sociological discourses as
well as from natural science. David Ray Griffin, in his analysis of the place

300 Thomas Dixon

© Blackwell Publishers Ltd 1999.



of God in the postmodern world, singles out two of these: “Economics and
natural science, buttressed by the philosophy of science, comprise the two
main branches of the modern substitute for theology.” 12 The particular sort
of atheological writing that will be the focus here is the scientific and
psychological. It was in the later decades of the nineteenth century that this
sort of writing first became a real possibility, and it is for that reason that the
nineteenth-century transition from theological talk of “passions of the soul”
to purportedly scientific talk about “emotions” is an appropriate case-study
to illustrate the birth of atheological psychology.

2. Eighteenth-Century Christian Psychology

In the eighteenth century, the people who taught and theorised about the
passions and affections of the soul very frequently did so from within the
Christian tradition—they were clergymen who were theologians, moralists
and philosophers, but did not sharply distinguish between these discip-
lines. The Christian tradition, as taught in this era, described the passions as
symptoms of man’s fallenness, and his affections as signs of relatedness to
God. Watts, Butler, Edwards and Wesley wrote about the passions and
affections as part of a Christian theological psychology (they did not use the
term “psychology” themselves, although some of their contemporaries
referred to “Pneumatology”). Their distinction between passions and affec-
tions was particularly important. Besides placing these states in a moral and
social context, this distinction gave the eighteenth-century Christian para-
digm a subtlety and fullness that has been underestimated, and which was
lost with the rise of a reductionist physiological “emotions” paradigm in the
following century.

There are four points in eighteenth-century developments of classical
Christian psychologies that merit particular attention. Firstly, these psych-
ologies were not, as has often been suggested, based just on a simple con-
trast between “reason” and “passion”. The reason/passion dichotomy was,
admittedly one part of the Christian tradition and was still made forcefully
by some13 but only occasionally to the exclusion of more subtle qualifications
and provisos. Isaac Watts’ popular treatises on the passions, written in the
1730s and 1740s, illustrate that the Christian view was never a simplistic or
Stoical one of the need to govern and subdue all passions and affections.
Watts did indeed warn against ungoverned passions. These, he said, “break
all the bonds of human society and peace, and would change the tribes of
mankind into brutal herds, or would make the world a mere wilderness of
savages”.14 But that was only half the story. On the other hand Watts advised
that “cold and dry reasoning” was not sufficient to elicit the requisite “pious
affections” of the virtuous life. Watts commended to his flock a middle way,
a “warm and affectionate religion” that guarded against two undesirable
extremes—cold rationality and over-zealous “abuses of the passions”.15
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The second point to be made about Christian affective psychology in the
eighteenth century emerges from the comments quoted from Watts in the
preceding paragraph. It will be noted that he distinguishes “passions” from
“affections”. The same was also true of Edwards and of John Wesley, who
abridged Edwards’ Treatise Concerning Religious Affections (1746) for his
Methodist brethren. Passions are understood in the Cartesian sense of
impressions made on the soul by the movement of the animal spirits of the
body. Passions are seen in a generally negative light, they are impressed on
the soul from without, against the will. When a subject is overcome by
passions, Wesley says, “his mind is less in its own command”.16 Wesley also
insists that Jesus was not the subject of any passions, although he did have
affections.17 “Affections” were understood in an altogether more positive
way: affections were voluntary (“inclinations of the will” was how Edwards,
following Augustine, defined them18) and were movements of the soul,
towards or away from God. This distinction between involuntary passions
and voluntary affections of the soul was one of several distinctions to be lost
in the homogenous “emotions” paradigm that emerged in the second half of
the nineteenth century. After around 1850, involuntary appetites, passions
and commotions of animal nature as well as moral sentiments and voluntary
affections, were all lumped together under the undifferentiated concept of
“emotions”.

In fact it is the very adoption by twentieth-century writers of this
homogenous “emotion” concept that leads to misunderstandings of past
views. Robert Solomon, in particular, has made this mistake. Solomon
attacks an attitude that he calls the “Myth of the Passions”. This attitude is
one he ascribes to a “Western rationalism”19 that he feels perniciously
dominates our attitudes to emotions. It is the belief (admittedly a major part
of the Christian tradition from Augustine to Edwards) that passions are
unruly tyrants who bully us into wrong-doing, and that they must be
repressed, policed and restrained by the powers of reason and will.
Solomon’s aim is “to overturn the too-well-ordered and self-deceptive
categories of ‘reason’ and ‘the passions’ in which the latter always re-
ceives both second billing and unchallenged critical abuse”.20 Solomon’s
rogues’ gallery of rationalist passions-bashers includes Plato, Aristotle, the
“Christian tradition”—from which Augustine and Aquinas are picked out
for special mention—Shakespeare, Spinoza and Kant.21 Subsequently Solomon
presents a brief discussion of the use of “passion” in English, French and
German, noting correctly that it tends to have overtones of particularly
troubling and violent commotions of the mind.

It is because of this history of the word “passion”, embodying within it
everything I wish to argue against … that I have chosen it as the generic
term to cover the entire range of those phenomena … that may be said
to “move” us.22
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And it is here that the mistake lies. Solomon is quite on his own in the
history of thought in taking “the passions” to “cover the entire range of those
phenomena that may be said to move us”. The passions, in traditional
Christian psychology, form only a subset of those phenomena that move us.
The affections, i.e., the voluntary movements of the soul, are the crucial
second half of the traditional Christian picture. It is because Solomon
erroneously supposes that the twentieth-century term “emotions” can be
used as a near-synonym for the classical word “passions” (when in fact it
covers many phenomena that used to be separated into passions on the one
hand and affections on the other) that he makes these mistakes in his
readings of the Christian tradition.

The same mistake is made by Amélie Oksenberg Rorty. She, like Solomon,
supposes passions to have been conceived as mere “brute facts of the fallen
condition—physical states with which a moral person must contend, and
which he must redirect, control, transform or suppress”.23 Firstly, passions
are not primarily physical states in the Christian tradition, but states of the
soul. In the classical Christian teachings of Augustine and Aquinas, passions
are more clearly defined as movements of the soul that are (often)
accompanied by bodily agitations.24 Eighteenth-century thinkers, however,
writing under the influence of Descartes, more often saw passions as
necessarily caused by movements of animal spirits in the body. Even on the
Cartesian model, however, passions are states of the soul, not physical states.

Secondly, while it is true that passions are supposed ideally to be
subjected to the control of reason, it is misleading to overlook the other
movements and affections of the soul that have traditionally complemented
the passions. Rorty and Solomon both distort traditional Christian teaching
by presenting only half of its affective psychology.

The third noteworthy aspect of eighteenth-century theological psychology
is its emphasis on the relative importance of the soul and the unimportance
of the body. Watts and Edwards both use a Cartesian definition of passions25

in terms of the effect of the animal spirits on the soul. The focus of Edwards’
treatise, however, is the affections, which are to be understood as being quite
independent of the body:

But yet it is not the body, but the mind only, that is the proper seat of the
affections. The body of man is no more capable of being really the
subject of love and hatred, joy or sorrow, fear or hope, than the body of
a tree, or than the same body of man is capable of thinking and
understanding. As ’tis the soul only that has ideas, so ’tis the soul only
that is pleased or displeased with its ideas. As ’tis the soul only that
thinks, so ’tis the soul only loves or hates, rejoices or is grieved at what
it thinks of. Nor are these motions of the animal spirits, and fluids of the
body, anything properly belonging to the nature of the affections;
though they always accompany them, in the present state; but are only
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effects or concomitants of the affections, that are entirely distinct from
the affections themselves, and no way essential to them; so that an
unbodied spirit may be as capable of love and hatred, joy or sorrow,
hope or fear, or other affections, as one that is united to a body.26

The lack of interest in the body characteristic of this sort of theological
dualistic psychology is, of course, in stark contrast to the approach of the
physiological psychologists, whose category of “emotion” came to dominate
in the later nineteenth century. As we shall see below, much physiological
psychology was defined in part by its reversal of Edwards’ emphases—i.e.,
by its assertion of the central role of physiology in understanding emotions
and an increasingly epiphenomenalist account of the mental experience of
emotions.

The fourth and final element to be considered in this section is the social
and moral context in which the passions and affections of the soul were
understood by Christian thinkers in the eighteenth century. The work of
Joseph Butler, along with that of the other influential eighteenth-century
moralists, Lord Shaftesbury, Francis Hutcheson and Adam Smith, was in
large measure driven by his opposition to the attempts made by Mandeville
and Hobbes to reduce the human being to an exclusively selfish pleasure-
seeking machine driven by ungoverned passions from one object of desire to
the next.27 One of the principal ways in which the moralists resisted the
Hobbesian model was by drawing attention to the benevolent affections or
“moral sentiments” of mankind.

For the moralists, virtue and nature coincide in the human being. Butler
saw in the passions and affections of human nature for self (private
affections) and for others (public affections) “only instances of our maker’s
care and love both of the individual and the species, and proof that he
intended that we should be instruments of good to each other, as well as that
we should be so to ourselves”.28 This distinction between public and private
affections, between self-love and social benevolence, along with the theo-
logical framework in which it was placed, was another casualty of the
dominance of a physiological emotions paradigm in the following century.

Butler’s view of the passions and affections was inherently theological—
first and last these phenomena were instances of the love of God for
individual and society. However his project was specifically a natural theo-
logical one. This meant that it came closer to Paleyan design theology than,
for example, to a full-blooded Augustinian Trinitarian psychology. Butler,
using the classic central image of natural theology, compares the human
being to a watch and argues from its nature to its designer’s intentions and
its purpose.29 This natural theological approach was continued in the follow-
ing century by Sir Charles Bell, in his influential design-theology-dominated
book on the anatomy of the muscles and nerves involved in emotional
expression.30 Such natural theology often turns out to be a staging post on
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the road to Unitarianism, unbiblical Deism, and ultimately agnosticism (as
observations of mind and nature increasingly dominate at the expense of
Scripture, tradition and doctrine). However, crucially, at the time of Butler,
passions and affections were still theological categories. It was only when
knowledge of emotions was primarily being generated by physiologists and
by agnostic evolutionists that the potential long-term implications of adopt-
ing design theology started to become apparent.

This moral philosophy of the soul was intrinsically theological and yet at
the same time contained the possibility of an atheological psychology. The
Cartesian anthropology perpetuated by Edwards and Watts combined mech-
anistic physiology with soul psychology, even though the bodily aspect was
played down by Edwards and others for the time being. And the design
theology framework constructed by Butler and the moralists and by Paley
and the scientific natural theologians would tend to encourage the pro-
duction of detailed and fruitful physiological and psychological studies
combined with ever-thinner theistic glosses.

3. The Nineteenth-Century Transition from “Passions and Affections” 
to “Emotions”

The question that was initially the driving force in this study was the very
simple one of why it was that circa 1840 the terms “passions” and “affections”
began to be displaced by the word that we now predominantly use to
describe love, hate, jealousy, anger, joy, sorrow and so on, namely “emo-
tions”. Certainly one of the main factors in effecting this transition was a
series of lectures published in 1820, the year that their author died. The
lectures in question are the Lectures on the Philosophy of the Human Mind
by Thomas Brown, Professor of moral philosophy in the University of
Edinburgh. Although broadly within the tradition of Thomas Reid and
Dugald Stewart’s “common sense” school of mental philosophy, Brown also
drew, unlike his mentors, on the “associationism” of Locke, Hume and
Hartley, and on their empiricism. The Lectures was one of the most success-
ful philosophy books of the period, going through nineteen editions.31 Most
significantly from our point of view, Brown was the first major mental
philosopher to replace “passions and affections” with “emotions” in his
lectures. Further evidence of the importance of Thomas Brown’s use of
“emotions” is to be found in the fact that several authors of early treatises on
“the emotions” (Brown himself never published a separate work specif-
ically on the emotions) in the 1840s and 1850s make explicit reference to
Brown’s definition and classification of the emotions at crucial points in their
texts.32

There are two significant additional facts to be noted about Thomas
Brown. Firstly, he was reputed to be religiously heterodox and, secondly, he
was an advocate of a new “science of the mind”. He wrote his mental
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philosophy within the design theology framework that he shared with
Butler, Paley and others but his is an instance of the somewhat formulaic or
“thin” philosophical-theological language that I suggested in the introduction
mark a text out as a transitional one between full-blooded theological
psychology and atheological psychology. His references to God or the soul
are relatively few, and his occasional references to the “divine Author”33

strongly suggest some form of Deism; his text has no theological depth (in
terms of doctrine or imagery) and, unlike the works of Watts, Wesley,
Edwards and even Butler, Brown’s work relies on metaphysics in preference
to Scripture and tradition.

The suspicion that Brown’s theology is somewhat superficial is reinforced
by the testimony of authors of the period. Robert Blakey, in his History of the
Philosophy of Mind (1848), gives a scathing opinion of Brown’s orthodoxy, or
lack of it. First of all, Blakey impugns Brown for teaching what we would
today call a “reductionist” philosophy of mind. He says that Brown’s theory
is at least “nearly allied” with “the French theory resolving all knowledge
into mere sensation”.34 James McCosh, an orthodox thinker in the “common
sense” tradition, whose own book on the emotions will be considered below,
also thought that Brown showed a dangerous tendency towards “French
Sensationalism”.35 A second allegation against Brown was that the phren-
ologists (widely accused of materialism and atheism in this period36) claimed
his metaphysics as supportive of their own system. This was enough of an
indication for many that Brown’s system must itself be theologically suspect.
Finally, Brown is condemned for his Humean view of causation; this denial
of efficient causality is thought by Blakey to lead to out and out atheism.37

Looking back at the end of the nineteenth century, the agnostic thinker
Leslie Stephen even judged that Brown had been an anticipator of Comte,
describing him as a man “clearly on the way to positivism”.38

Brown introduced the term “emotion” as part of what he saw as a “Science
of the Mind”, and characterised his mental philosophy variously as “physi-
ology of the mind”, “mental chemistry”, and “mental science”.39 However,
Brown’s “mental science”, like James Mill’s,40 is a purely mentalistic and
introspective discipline. It is a science, like chemistry or physiology, in that
it analyses the whole into parts, classifies those parts and describes the
dynamics of their interaction. But it is in no way a physical science—it has
nothing to say about chemistry or physiology tout court, it simply analyses
and classifies mental phenomena qua mental phenomena.

However, the “physiology of mind” rhetoric, designed to draw on the
success and status of the scientific method, combined with thin and un-
intrusive theism, made Brown’s highly popular lectures a powerful para-
digm for future atheological psychology. When the mental philosophy of
Brown, the science rhetoric of Brown, Mill, Bain and others, and the natural
theological neurology of Charles Bell were taken over by agnostic and
atheist evolutionary scientists, the concept of “emotions” as understood
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within an introspectionist, thinly theistic mental science paradigm was trans-
formed into the atheological, sometimes anti-theological, secular psycho-
logical concept of emotions that was to dominate from the 1850s onwards.

There is only space here to describe briefly the principal pillars of the new
evolutionary emotions paradigm. The three most significant pieces of work
were Alexander Bain’s book The Emotions and the Will, first published in 1859
and continuing through several influential editions until the end of the
century; Darwin’s The Expression of the Emotions in Man and Animals of 1872;
and William James’ article “What is an emotion?” published in Mind in 1884.
The new paradigm was physiological, evolutionary and atheological. It
displayed a marked increase in attention to the detailed physiognomy and
physiology of emotions while replacing the old moral-theological stories
about people as God’s creatures with natural-historical ones about human
beings as evolved animals. The Creator, at least for Bain and Darwin, was
written out of the story, and the natural theological hermeneutic was
replaced by an atheological (or, at most, as for William James, thinly theistic)
naturalism. Scientific explanations of emotion were interpreted scientifically
and evolutionarily rather than theologically.

In the evolutionary and physiological emotions paradigm it was increas-
ingly outward bodily manifestations that were stressed at the expense of
cognitive and phenomenological aspects. It is telling that Darwin’s book on
emotions was entitled The Expression of the Emotions in Man and Animals. This
title illustrates not only the fact that talk of the affections of the soul (which
are full of reason, above animal nature and distinctively human) was being
displaced by talk of emotions (which are features of the behaviour of 
all animals, whether human or non-human), but also the fact that it was 
the expression of the emotions that interested the scientist. The inductive
methodology that was so much part of the scientific tradition (especially in
England) relied on observations, and the new physiological school of psych-
ology eschewed mental introspection as an acceptable method of observa-
tion, unless correlated with behavioural and physiological data. Therefore, a
proper scientific theory of emotions would consider them only insofar as
they were physically, objectively observable phenomena.

While an emotion was defined primarily as a mental feeling,41 it was the
physical disturbances and behavioural correlates of the feeling that these
natural scientists of the mind could observe. Bain and James both note that
inner mental states are not scientifically definable or describable, and that it
is of the outward and bodily aspects of emotions that our knowledge is
clearest.42 Both went on to categorise emotions, in practice, in terms of their
observable physiological, expressive and behavioural dimensions. The epis-
temology of the new theorists thus shaped their ontology, as emotions were
increasingly reduced to their observable physical components.

James’ emotions were in one way the exact opposite of Edwards’ affec-
tions. While Edwards had insisted that “an unbodied spirit may be as
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capable of love and hatred, joy or sorrow, hope or fear, or other affections,
as one that is united to a body”,43 James asserted the contrary.

A purely disembodied human emotion is a nonentity. I do not say that
it is a contradiction to the nature of things, or that pure spirits are
necessarily condemned to cold, intellectual lives; but I say that for us,
emotion dissociated from all bodily feeling is inconceivable.44

The body has been transformed from disposable contingent adjunct in
Edwards’ spiritualistic psychology to essential constitutive basis in James’
evolutionary physiological psychology. This occurred in spite of the implicit
(or sometimes explicit) endorsement of some form of dualism about the
mental and the physical by Bain, Darwin and James. As noted above,
Cartesian anthropology combined mechanistic physiology (which was
generally neglected by eighteenth-century Christian thinkers) with soul
psychology. The evolutionary founders of the emotions paradigm con-
centrated on Cartesian physiology rather than on the Cartesian soul. They
had not yet reached the stage of denials of the reality of mind based on
Behaviorism or brain science, it was rather that absolute precedence was
given to accounts of the physiology correlated with mental emotions as
opposed to accounts of mental phenomena per se. Body rather than mind
was seen as the most important focus of a scientific study of mind. It was
a short distance from here to the denial of mind associated with the rise of
Behaviorism.

The replacement of passions and affections of the soul by physiological
emotions looked to be complete in 1884. In that year a definition of emotion
was provided in William James’ article “What is an emotion?” James’
answer to his question was that an emotion was nothing but the com-
bination of various sensations resulting from bodily disturbances. The
reductionistic and epiphenomenalist nature of the theory is all the more
surprising, perhaps, coming from James, who was later to write the highly
influential Varieties of Religious Experience (1902), a text altogether more
sympathetic to the language of spirit. An emotion, nonetheless, was de-
fined by him in 1884 as nothing but the felt awareness of an involuntary
instinctive bodily reaction.45 What had previously been designated the
secondary physical “expression” of the emotion—observable visceral and
behavioural changes—was now to be seen as the primary constituent of the
emotion:

The more closely I scrutinise my states, the more persuaded I become,
that whatever moods, affections, and passions I have are in very truth
constituted by, and made up of, those bodily changes we ordinarily call
their expression or consequence; and the more it seems to me that if I
were to become corporeally anaesthetic, I should be excluded from the
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life of the affections, harsh and tender alike, and drag out an existence of
merely cognitive or intellectual form.46

So emotions per se are not cognitive, let alone spiritual, but are merely the
mental awareness of the setting off of an innate, inherited physical reflex.

Theories of the evolutionary descent of humans from lower animals were
central to the new concept of emotion. From the third edition onwards,
Bain’s book contained sections incorporating the evolutionary work of
Spencer and Darwin into his theory of emotions. While Bell had sought to
illuminate all that was distinctive about human physiology and physi-
ognomy and all that elevated spiritual humans above the level of mere
animal passion, Spencer and Darwin, to buttress their evolutionary hypoth-
eses, sought evidence that pointed to the close relation of man to other
animals. Darwin, for example, compared laughter in man and monkeys to
argue for a common progenitor.47 In the margin of his copy of Bell’s book on
expression, next to the claim that humans have special muscles, lacked by
other species, to express spiritual and moral feelings, Darwin scribbled 
“I suspect he never dissected a monkey”.48

The new view was that our emotions are nothing more than parts of our
animal heritage, on a par with the affectionate behaviour of a cat rubbing
against her owner. The old idea that gracious affections of the soul reveal the
inclination of the will towards God was quite neglected. As Nietzsche
succinctly put it in 1887, man “has become an animal, literally and without
reservation or qualification, he who was, according to his old faith, almost
God”.49 This was not a scientific fact as such but a consideration determined
by the scientific narratives that were coming to dominate the European
mind—narratives written by evolutionists and physiologists.

James McCosh, Calvinist, Christian evolutionist,50 and President of Yale
College, Princeton (what we now know as Princeton University) was one of
many Christians who voiced reservations about the physiological approach
to emotion. McCosh advocated a spiritualistic account of the emotions based
on a theological dualistic anthropology. He complained of the tendency of
“the prevailing physiological psychology of the day to resolve all feeling,
and our very emotions, into nervous action, and thus gain an important
province of our nature to materialism”.51 McCosh, one might say, was the
last of the old-school Christian psychologists (along with George Trumbull
Ladd, perhaps52). He thought and wrote within an eighteenth-century
thought-world; he was a representative of a dying tradition that combined
the introspectionist moral and mental philosophy of Francis Hutcheson
and Thomas Reid with the evangelical theology of Jonathan Edwards.53

But it was, as McCosh had feared, the reductionist physiological psych-
ology of emotions (which was not, however, properly described as
“materialist”) that prevailed, and which continued to do so well into the
following century.
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So while a list of passions and affections of the soul from the start of the
century and a list of emotions from the end of the century might contain
many of the same items, such as anger, fear, joy, sorrow, hope, pride and so
on, the underlying understanding of the person had been utterly trans-
formed. The ultimate ground of passions and affections for Watts, Butler
and Edwards was the love of God. These Christian psychologists, as a result
of the sort of theological dualism they adopted, were often neglectful or even
hostile towards the bodily aspects of affective states. The ultimate ground of
emotion, for Bain, Darwin and James, on the other hand, was an inherited
animal biology conceived without reference to a Creator.

At the end of the previous section we noted that the seeds for this process
had already been sown by some Christian thinkers in the eighteenth century,
particularly in their adoption of Cartesian anthropology and design
theology. In James’ theory of emotions the potential for interpreting mind as
an epiphenomenon of a mechanistic physiology inherent in the Cartesian
anthropology became a reality, and the effacement of scriptural and doc-
trinal theology was complete. The agitations of the human physiological
machine that were, for Descartes and others the causes of passions in the
soul, became that which in reality “constituted” emotions. The evolutionary
psychologists replaced spiritual accounts with physiological ones and God
with Nature. As institutional power and cultural authority passed away
from moral-philosopher-theologians via natural theologians and deists such
as Butler, Bell and Brown to agnostic scientists and psychologists such as
Bain and Darwin, the model of the person that came to predominate was a
secular, scientific and physiological one. With the rise of Bain’s psychology
and the emotions paradigm, the bridge had been crossed from design
theology to no theology.

4. The Twentieth Century: The Turn Back to Cognitive Views

Psychological, philosophical and social-historical work in our own century
has considerably broadened the extent of the concept of emotion. The
narrow scientific approach of the positivist and proto-Behaviorist founders
of the paradigm, while persisting to an extent in more recent neurological
and physiological theories,54 is now complemented by a broad range of less
reductionist approaches. Recently, the social historians Carol and Peter
Stearns have suggested that, “Despite continued dispute over the appropri-
ate definition of emotions, a substantial consensus exists that emotions are
not simply biological reactions.” 55 In other words, the consensus of the late
nineteenth-century has, broadly, been reversed.

In scientific psychology itself the idea of emotion has been broadened
substantially. This is largely due to the rejection of Behaviorism and to the
“cognitive revolution” in psychology. Psychologists of emotion such as
Oatley and Scherer explicitly propose a “component” theory of emotion.
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Their components include not only instinctive bodily responses, expressions
and behaviours, but also cognitive factors such as appraisal as well as the
subjective phenomenological tone of emotions.56 The view that cognitive
factors such as beliefs are important factors in emotions (or passions and
affections)—a view quite common in the work of eighteenth-century writers
such as Thomas Reid—has finally been rediscovered.

Philosophers have articulated this broadening of emotion in a similar
way, reviving the cognitive Aristotelian view that emotions are based on
beliefs. For example, anger is based on the belief that I have been insulted,
fear on the belief that I am in danger, and so on. This cognitive view of
emotion has been used by De Sousa and by Solomon to break down the
alleged reason/passion dichotomy, which Solomon calls the “Myth of 
the Passions”.57 As indicated above, however, this view is itself something
of a myth. Christian writers from Augustine to Watts, Edwards and
Wesley had a much more balanced view in which unruly passions were
only half the story—these writers all acknowledged the virtue of many
other affections and their essential role in a fully human life. What has
happened is that philosophers have reinvented the richer and more bal-
anced view of passions and affections that was lost as a consequence of the
predominance of a narrow scientific view during the period between c.1850
and c.1930.

Solomon makes a Sartrean existentialist appeal to emotions as creators of
meaning and value in our lives. Like Sartre, he thinks that emotions are
ways that we transform the world, not ways that the world transforms our
bodies.58 It is interesting that in his project of enriching the idea of emotion,
which he explicitly sees as a reaction against the physicalist definition of
William James,59 Solomon returns to using the more archaic term “passions”.
“Our passions”, he says, “constitute our lives”.60

Finally, social constructionist philosophers such as James Averill and Rom
Harré and social historians such as Peter and Carol Stearns have drawn
attention to the constitutive role played by the language, moral norms and
institutions of different cultures in creating emotions.61 To take just one
example, Peter Stearns has shown how evolving social norms of sexual
fidelity, or the lack of it, have helped to construct the emotion of jealousy in
new ways for successive generations in America.62 The social-constructionist
project, like the philosophical one of Solomon, is in explicit opposition to the
reductionist scientific approach of Darwin and James.63 Harré proposes the
view that socio-cultural phenomena are often “more basic” than biology in
the construction of emotions.64 The constructionist approach recognises
again the important social and moral dimensions of emotions that were
discussed by Butler and the eighteenth-century moralists in their analysis of
the sentiments of man, in an age before the construction of a concept of
emotion disconnected from its social and moral dimensions by natural
scientists whose “objectivity” eschewed the inclusion of such vagaries.



5. The Atheological Origins of Emotions

It is hoped that this short history has shown, firstly, that the evolutionary
emotions paradigm, developed by Bain, Darwin and James using a variety
of sources such as the natural theology of Bell, the “mental science” of
Thomas Brown, and the evolutionary psychology of Spencer, was ultimately
an atheological one. Secondly, it was a narrow paradigm, shaped by an
objectifying scientific methodology. It lost breadth and depth at the same
time as losing the theological grounding of traditional teachings about
passions and affections. Thirdly, the twentieth-century broadening of the
emotion concept has seen much of the lost breadth and depth recovered
but without the Christian theological grounding being recovered. Our
current concept of emotion relies on atheological myths and models drawn
not just from brain science, behavioural psychology and physiology, but also
from cognitive science, existentialist and Anglo-American philosophy, and
from social constructionist thought. These atheological resources form the
basis of a fuller articulation of individual and collective emotional norms
and experiences than was available a century ago.

I should repeat the distinction I would draw between a project being
atheistic and its being atheological. I do not wish to claim, for example, that
the evolutionary founders of modern psychology—Spencer, Bain, Darwin,
James—were atheists. That was not the case. At most they were agnostics.
And in some cases, such as those of William James, James Mark Baldwin and
Conwy Lloyd Morgan, scientific psychologists held spiritualistic religious
beliefs in consort with their scientific worldviews.65 It is important to
remember that the word “atheological” is used primarily to describe texts,
and not their authors (who may or may not be atheists). Nineteenth-century
evolutionary biologists—theists, agnostics, and atheists—all tended to pro-
duce atheological texts (i.e., texts that neglected the language and categories
of traditional theology). While it is true that theological texts tend to be
produced by theists, it is not always true that atheological texts are produced
by atheists.

Even advocates of the ever-expanding domain of physical science such as
Thomas Henry Huxley espoused some form of agnostic philosophical
monism or idealism in preference to atheist materialism.66 Huxley favoured
using the language of materialistic science, and indeed claimed that the
history of science revealed the progressive “extension of what we call matter
and causation, and the concomitant gradual banishment from all regions of
human thought of what we call spirit and spontaneity”.67 Huxley, however,
considered this to be a linguistic matter rather than an ontological one, and
rejected the philosophical position of what one might call “Ontological
Materialism”, instead remaining agnostic about the fundamental nature of
reality. “In other words”, he explained, “matter and spirit are but names for
the imaginary substrata of groups of natural phenomena.” 68 Huxley’s
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“agnostic”69 monism was typical of religiously sceptical scientists of the
period (and also, as will emerge below, often of thinly theistic believers of
certain sorts). “This union of materialistic terminology with the repudiation
of materialistic philosophy”, Huxley told his listeners in Edinburgh in 1868,
“I share with some of the most thoughtful men with whom I am
acquainted”.70 The agnostic monist Thomas Huxley would turn in his grave
if he heard himself being described by his most recent biographer, Adrian
Desmond, as “the materialist with a messianic streak”.71

So there were few, if any, atheist-materialists amongst the physiological
and evolutionary scientists, but many Spinozistic monists, some of whom
interpreted their monism theistically. There were also many dualist psych-
ologists in this period, most of whom were what might be called “physio-
logical dualists” rather than “theological dualists”—i.e., they privileged
physiology and neglected soul psychology but did not altogether deny the
reality of the mental. In a recent book entitled From Soul to Mind, Edward
Reed infers from the religious or theistic beliefs of some of these figures that
the nineteenth-century birth of scientific psychology was inherently theo-
logical and that “psychology succeeded in becoming a science in large part
because of its defense of a theological conception of human nature typically
associated with liberal Protestant theology”.72 Referring to the psychological
doctrines of Darwin and his colleagues on the production of mental traits
through sexual and natural selection, Reed comments:

Thanks to the positivist spin put on these studies, however, they were
ultimately seen as compatible with belief in a soul—the new psychology
was the experimental study of mind; it had no commitments to any
particular doctrine of the soul.73

Robert Richards has argued that the spiritualistic monism of these scientists
“led to theism, not perhaps to religious orthodoxy, but certainly to a
conception of God at work in the universe”.74 And Leon Jacyna notes that the
God of the monist scientists was certainly not “the God of the churches”.75

On this issue of historical interpretation I side with Richards and Jacyna in
emphasising the distance of these thinkers from orthodox Christian theology,
and would draw attention to Reed’s apparent failure to differentiate
between thin theism and Christian theology. Showing that psychological
science was compatible with thin metaphysical religious beliefs—that
nineteenth-century psychologists “tended to align themselves along a fixed
deistic axis”76—differs significantly from showing that psychological science
succeeded because it was inherently theological.

Reed is mistaken on two counts. Firstly, scientific psychology of the later
nineteenth century was not inherently theological—at most it was merely
combined with Deism, pantheism or spiritualist monism (as Reed himself
readily acknowledges). A “spiritual view of reality” is not the same as a
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theological view of reality. “Spiritualism” as used by later nineteenth-century
psychological thinkers was closer in meaning to what we might call
philosophic “Idealism” than to any fundamentally religious conception. It
was a term used to refer to an idealist rather than a materialist monism, not
to a Christian rather than a secular methodology.

Secondly, Reed is wrong to think that a discipline would succeed in
becoming a science because it adhered to theological views about human
nature. Wilhelm Wundt, William James, James Mark Baldwin and the other
pioneering scientific psychologists were all quite uninterested—qua scientific
psychologists—in traditional theological anthropology, and their reduc-
tionist observational epistemology was quite out of keeping with traditional
introspectionist Christian psychology.77 Psychology succeeded in becoming
a science, at least in part, because it denied the primacy of the soul affirmed
by Christian theological dualism and adopted instead an objectifying “natural
scientific” account of the human mind couched in quantifiable observations
of brains, nerves, muscles, viscera and behaviour.

So the emotions paradigm was atheological in that it was constructed in
isolation from the intellectual resources, models and stories of Christian
theology, but it was not atheistic since it was compatible with, and was
actually combined by some psychological scientists with, religious theistic
beliefs.

6. Are Theology and Anti-theology Mutually Exhaustive Categories?

One concern of this paper, as was stated at the outset, is to assess the
feasibility and desirability of the practice of unearthing, uncovering or
revealing hidden theologies and anti-theologies in secular texts. The position
taken here is that, while the approaches adopted by exponents of this
archaeologico-theological method, such as Milbank and Webster, may often
be fruitful, we should be sceptical about the stronger claims that are made to
have discovered secret theologies, and, more often, anti-theologies—to have
“revealed” assumptions, to have “unearthed” presuppositions78—in what
appear to be atheological texts; texts that just neglect or ignore religious
traditions from which the authors are “benignly” alienated. Milbank, for
example, taking on the entire edifice of “secular social theory”, claims to
discover that “all the most important governing assumptions of such theory
are bound up with the modification or the rejection of orthodox Christian
positions”.79

In reality (anti-)theological subtexts are often as inaccessible to the
historian of ideas as the reality that underlies the “veil of phenomena” is
inaccessible to the natural scientist. Some texts, of course, have very obvious
subtexts—very obvious presuppositions and unspoken implications—but
many others do not. It is in this very large latter category that we should be
more cautious.



Bearing this caution in mind, there are some ways in which Milbank’s
type of analysis might be seen to be applicable to the case under con-
sideration—the displacement of theological “passions and affections” by
scientific “emotions”. Particularly in the later nineteenth century, funda-
mental assumptions were made in psychology that seemed to be inversions
of earlier Christian ones. Whereas in Christian psychologies “affections” had
been part of that higher soul that mark man out as superior to the brutes, in
the new scientific psychology, “emotions” of all kinds were to be treated 
as the same in human and non-human animals alike. Christian thinkers
had made the spiritual and cognitive elements of affections and pas-
sions primary and bodily changes secondary; William James’ theory of
emotions inverted this model. Jonathan Edwards taught that true
knowledge of another’s soul cannot be had by observing mere outward
appearances:

Scripture plainly intimates that this way of judging what is in men by
outward appearances, is at best uncertain and liable to deceit; “The Lord
seeth not as man seeth; for man looketh on the outward appearance, but
the Lord looketh on the heart” (1 Samuel 16:7).80

In contrast the scientific epistemology adopted by the new psychologists
gave priority to external observable correlates of emotions and considered
knowledge based on outward appearances much less “uncertain and liable
to deceit” than that gained by introspection alone. These, then, are some of
the ways in which Milbank’s approach of seeking out hidden anti-Christian
assumptions in secular science might be applied to the emergence of the
psychology of emotions.

Richard Webster, in his analysis of psychology and anthropology,
adopts a methodology similar to Milbank’s. In much the same way that
Milbank tends to discover Nietzschean anti-Christianity hidden in secu-
lar human sciences, Webster in several cases discovers disguised versions
of Judaeo-Christian anthropology itself. There are ways in which this
analysis might also be applied to the emergence of the secular concept of
“emotions”. One good example is William James’ rationalism. In fact, the
metaphors of the Jamesian theory—that emotions are constituted from
“below” and from the “outside” by the involuntary activity of the vis-
cera and the peripheral nervous system—are extremely close to the
Augustinian model of the person in which reason and truth are to be found
by turning inwards and upwards, ultimately towards God, while the
passions are movements of the “outer man” who is fleshly, sensual and
“below”. The fact that James, furthermore, does not consider reason or
“cognition” to be an instinct or a peripheral phenomenon like emotion, 
but a cerebral function, suggests that his model of emotions is much like
the traditional Christian idea of the passions. James himself explicitly
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makes the analogy between modern scientific and classical Christian
psychologies:

Cognition and emotion are parted even in this last retreat—who shall
say that their antagonism may not be just one phase of the world-old
struggle known as that between the spirit and the flesh?—a struggle in
which it seems pretty certain that neither party will drive the other off
the field.81

The traditional dichotomy between reason and the passions is literally
embodied by James in the distinction between “cerebral” cognition and
“visceral” emotion.82 Webster would, no doubt, find here the Judaeo-
Christian God hidden inside James’ theory. On the other hand, the fact that
James makes a fundamental mistake in identifying the distinction between
works of the spirit and works of the flesh (which functions in the Christian
tradition to distinguish between two different states of the soul—grace/
salvation and nature/sin) with his reason/emotion dichotomy might argue
against such an interpretation.

What emerges, then, is that secular and scientific theories of emotions that
arise in the nineteenth century contain (at least) both anti-Christian assump-
tions and models and Christian ones. There are, however, problems and
limitations connected with this method of interpretation, which will now be
briefly articulated.

Firstly, it is hard to justify the reading of texts that are written with very
little or no explicit references to God, the soul or any other traditional reli-
gious concepts, images or stories as theologies or anti-theologies—even if it is
added that they are “in disguise”. Philosophers of science of this century have
taught that scientific theories are always “underdetermined” by their data—
any given set of data can be accommodated by an indefinite number of
different theories.83 The same flexibility is found at the next level up—at the
level of scientific theories themselves. Theological or anti-theological world-
views are underdetermined by scientific theories. Just as one set of data can
be used by many different theories, so any given scientific theory (or group
of theories) is compatible with and can be accommodated and used by an
indefinite number of different theologies or worldviews. This is why it is un-
convincing to find too much implicit theology, anti-theology or metaphysics
in any given text—because many different theologies or worldviews will be
compatible with (or “implicit in”) any given text. Darwin’s The Expression of
the Emotions in Man and Animals and Bain’s The Emotions and the Will, for
example, are compatible with a reductionist atheist worldview or with a
Christian worldview, and so it is impossible exclusively and confidently to
“unearth” or “discover” any one theology or anti-theology in such texts.84

This consideration of the plurality of implications and possible pre-
suppositions of any given scientific text, and the multiple metaphysical
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systems with which any text is therefore compatible, is another reason why it
is often useful to concentrate on the “surface” of the texts under consideration
rather than to “discover” hidden theology and ideology. There is no reliable
way to discover and privilege any one hidden theology in one’s reading of a
text that contains little or no theological language.

Webster’s treatment of the structuralist anthropology of Lévi-Strauss
provides an example of this problem of the underdetermination of hidden
theological theory by textual data:

Throughout his work, Lévi-Strauss implicitly characterises this “human
spirit” in the same way that theologians have traditionally characterised
man’s God-given soul—it is orderly, chaste and rational, and apparently
undefiled by any form of emotion and desire.85

Lévi-Strauss’ notion that the supremacy of the rational essence of human
beings must be asserted despite the persistence of human violence, lust and
irrationality is further compared by Webster to the Judaeo-Christian idea of
original sin, which must be overcome by higher reason. Noting these broad
similarities is relatively unproblematic but the question remains of how to
interpret them. Webster acknowledges that the similarities are tacit rather
than explicit and offers the following interpretation:

Because Lévi-Strauss is a rational intellectual living in the middle of the
twentieth century he does not, of course, appeal to the doctrine of
Original Sin … But it is precisely because he is a rational intellectual
living in the middle of the twentieth century that he does not need to.
For both that doctrine and the Judaeo-Christian psychology which is
associated with it have now become so deeply internalised into our
habits of thought that they have come to form a kind of invisible intel-
lectual environment from which secular thinkers may draw assump-
tions without ever recognising that they have done so and without it
ever being noticed by their readers.86

This is a curious interpretation of the implicit similarities between Lévi-
Strauss’ anthropology and certain theological ideas. If the texts in question
are neither written nor read as theological and fail to use the language and
symbols of any particular religious tradition then it is at best highly
speculative to find in Lévi-Strauss’ work, as Webster does, “concealed
religious traditionalism”. He also, on the basis of the fact that structural
anthropology and psychoanalysis both divide the human being into rational
and non-rational parts, claims that neither “can, for this reason, be seen 
as original or autonomous psychological theories. Rather they must be
regarded as adaptations of traditional Judaeo-Christian psychology.” In
continuing to espouse some form of rationalism he contends that, in the
twentieth century, we have “hidden God inside our theories”.87
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It seems rather ironic that a book devoted to showing Why Freud Was
Wrong should adopt so Freudian an approach to the history of ideas,
making ambitious inferences as it does to invisible and unconscious forces
at work in the creation of secular texts. Indeed Webster explicitly attacks
Freud for his faith in “unseen powers and invisible beings”.88 Yet, the sec-
tion quoted above on Lévi-Strauss insists that neither the author nor the
readers of a text need at any time be aware of any theological ideas for it 
to be true that the text is a piece of disguised traditional theology. The
“invisible intellectual environment” seems just as ambitious and elusive an
explanatory theoretical entity as any Freudian unconscious energies, drives
and complexes. Perhaps we should say that Webster has hidden Freud
inside his theory!

In cases such as these it is suggested that the appellation “theology in
disguise” is not warranted by the evidence, which amounts to only very
general observations of similarity between secular and theological texts,
such as tendencies towards rationalism or dualisms. Instead, secular and
scientific texts that seem to be quite neglectful of traditional theological
language and ideas should be designated “atheological”. Being content in
these cases to confine ourselves to a description of the observable surface
features of a text is to acknowledge that a secular and scientific text may be
compatible with a large number of different theologies, anti-theologies or
worldviews and cannot reasonably be described as one or other of them “in
disguise”, since that disguise would then in fact amount to total invisibility.

A connected weakness in Webster’s and Milbank’s claims that psych-
ology, psychoanalysis, structural anthropology or sociology are theology
and/or anti-theology in disguise is the implicit assumption that meanings
exist independently not only of one particular form of words, but in-
dependently of all particular formulations. An archaeological account that
finds crypto-Christianity (or crypto-anti-Christianity) at the foundation of
atheological secular language must make the assumption that Christian
teachings are not forms of words nor embedded in particular traditional
textual narratives but are rather vague and free-floating relations between
interchangeable words and concepts. This is an unpersuasive account of the
nature of theological meanings.

A final limitation of the archaeologico-theological method is that whatever
it may be able to establish in terms of relationships between theological and
secular categories, it can never provide an exhaustive account. It could never
reasonably be claimed that Marxist social theories or Freudian psycho-
analysis, for example, were “nothing but” Judaeo-Christian theology or an
inversion thereof. The strong polarity in the work of theologians such as
Milbank and Graham Ward between the theological and the secular (the
reality of the latter ultimately being denied) sometimes tends, however, to
imply that the categories of “theological” and “anti-theological” are mutually
exhaustive—that everything is either theology or its inversion.89 It would
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seem more plausible to suggest that secular disciplines more often rely on a
mixture of sources, some theological, others anti-theological, still others a
very long distance (in time and cultural space) from any theological ideas.
This is indeed the pattern that emerges in the study of the creation of a
secular psychological concept of “emotions”—Christian and anti-Christian
assumptions, methods and narratives combine with some relatively autono-
mous elements of physiological science and mental philosophy to create a
new secular concept. Atheological texts possess a degree of autonomy that is
ignored by the division of secular psychology or sociology exclusively into
“theology in disguise” and “anti-theology in disguise”.

The description in this study of the physiological psychology of the
nineteenth century and its descendants as “atheological” is intended to con-
vey the fact that such secular enterprises, while borrowing certain categories
and ideas from theological sources and adaptations thereof, are more than
the sum of their parts. In the place of the metaphor of “disguise”, a model of
“emergence” is proposed.

The idea of “emergence”, borrowed from the evolutionary biologist
Conwy Lloyd Morgan, was initially applied to genuinely qualitatively novel
properties (such as life or mind) that arise in the course of biological
evolution.90 Atheological scientific discourse was, in an analogous sense, an
emergent feature of the intellectual evolution of the nineteenth century; it was
the qualitatively novel product of evolving theological and anti-theological
as well as atheological assumptions and metaphors. Atheological discourses
are more than disguised composites of theology and its inversion—they are
emergent features of cultural and intellectual evolution.91 Atheological
psychology is no more theology and/or anti-theology “in disguise” than
living things are collections of inanimate molecules “in disguise” or mind is
matter “in disguise”. The metaphor of disguise is rhetorically effective but
tends to simplify unnecessarily the complex background to the emergence of
atheological disciplines.

It may be that the use of “theological” and “anti-theological” as mutually
exclusive and mutually exhaustive categories is more plausible for periods
prior to the mid-nineteenth century. But from that period onwards a
territory has opened up between the devotionally theological and the apolo-
getically atheistic—the territory of atheological thought, in which stories
and symbols are used in ways that are alien to (but are more than mere
inversions of) the theologies of religious traditions. So, to take the case of
late-Victorian psychologies of emotion, McCosh’s psychology was apolo-
getically theological: “Unless we place before the mind a personal, a living,
acting, benevolent God, the affections will not be drawn towards him” 92; and
Maudsley’s was avowedly anti-theological:

The habit of viewing mind as an intangible entity or incorporeal essence,
which science inherited from theology, prevented men from subjecting
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its phenomena to the same method of investigation as other natural
phenomena.93

The “emotions” of Bain, Darwin and James, however, were conceived in the
main, not as part of a theological or anti-theological project, but as part of a
novel atheological narrative of mind as an evolved aspect of the human animal.

The secular sciences were unquestionably initially indebted in various
ways to Christian theological enterprises, as Milbank and many others have
successfully established. In the last century and a half, however, since the
emergence of a newly aggressive and comprehensive evolutionary biology
and psychology, scientifically grounded discourses have to a considerable
extent broken free from their theological (or anti-theological) roots to
establish an atheological tradition that is alienated from Christian theology
and ignores rather than opposes its teachings and narratives.

7. Science-as-Worldview: The Positive Role of Atheology

The reflections in this final section on the quasi-theological roles played by
science for the last century and a half arise from the preceding case-study of
how shifts from theological to scientific assumptions and narratives created
the intellectual environment in which talk of “passions and affections of the
soul” could be displaced by talk of “emotions”.

In our own time academic philosophers and moralists have largely
become alienated from Christian teaching and the development of the
atheological ground between theologians and anti-theologians has been
made possible by the development of an alternative hermeneutics. The
hermeneutic resources that I am particularly interested in are those derived
from science itself. Science since the age of Darwin has not been confined
to Baconian observation and induction within a natural theological herm-
eneutic, but has had pretensions to take over the intellectual project of
understanding as well as explaining (or, in short, the project simply of
“narrating”94) all of reality. Science-as-worldview95 is an atheological set 
of hermeneutic tools within which the results of empirical science can 
be located—an alternative interpretational framework that has grown up
alongside empirical science. The two-way relationship between the scientific
worldview and particular scientific theories or groups of theories is analo-
gous to the relationship that holds between theories and data. As noted
above, this means that worldviews are underdetermined by particular theories
in a way comparable to the underdetermination of theory by data.

The 1860s saw a new aggressive, expansionist attitude amongst some
British scientists, especially Thomas Huxley, John Tyndall and Henry
Maudsley. And since their time, science has produced its own particular
worldview—an alternative theology in which God is replaced by Nature as
the beginning and end of all things.96 This worldview has two particularly
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important components. Firstly, scientists, like theologians, make particular
background assumptions that are fundamental to their faith (for example,
that the world is governed by rational laws or that the most secure form of
knowledge is that established by publicly repeatable experimentation).
Secondly, specific branches of science have produced particular metaphors
and stories that have a quasi-theological character. Cosmology and evo-
lutionary biology are two of the best examples of branches of science that
have produced “alternative theologies” centred around metaphors and
stories such as the evolution of man from molecules, the selfish gene, the
blind cruelty of nature, the adaptive advantage of altruism, the brain as 
a computer, the impersonality of the cosmic machine, the immortality of
energy, the creativity of organised matter, the Creator-less universe, the
ultimate destruction of our universe, and so on—that, more than in past
natural theological eras, can provide a cosmology, a worldview, within
which to place and understand scientific facts and theories, as well as
everyday experiences.

While it may be a scientific fact that hydrogen and oxygen combine to
form water, it is not a scientific fact that man is a machine, nor that the brain
is a computer, nor that genes are selfish. Mary Midgley is one of the few
philosophers to have drawn attention to the metaphorical and mythological
nature of much contemporary science: “Any system of thought playing the
huge part that science now plays in our lives must also shape our guiding
myths and colour our imaginations profoundly.” 97

It is this development of science-as-worldview that I think is of interest
today in the discussion of “Science and Religion”, rather than a discussion of
“compatibility” or “consonance” between specific bits of physical science
and a broad Christian theism. In the field of “Science and Religion” too
much stress has perhaps been placed on the notion of “compatibility”. In the
end compatibility is a rather weak claim. That evolutionary natural histories
or physiological psychologies are “compatible” with theism of some kind is
neither particularly surprising nor particularly important—it does not make
these theories any the more theological. What is of more interest, then, is not
the logical compatibility of scientific theory X with religious belief Y, but the
way that stories told in the language of science have come to displace (or
complement) stories told in the language of Christianity. The acknowledge-
ment of the existence of the category of the atheological also draws attention
to the large amount of science and psychology that is written not in tension
with theology but in ignorance of it.

The greatest exponent of the “warfare” model in the nineteenth century
debate over evolutionary science and religion was Thomas Huxley. He
famously wrote, in his review of Darwin’s The Origin of Species:

Extinguished theologians lie about the cradle of every science as the
strangled snakes beside that of Hercules; and history records that
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whenever science and orthodoxy have been fairly opposed, the latter
has been forced to retire from the lists, bleeding and crushed, if not
annihilated, scotched, if not slain.98

Yet he too recognised that this warfare was not based on logical or doctrinal
incompatibility. Huxley was fond of pointing to the predestinarian doctrines
of Augustine, Calvin and Edwards, in suggesting to Christian opponents that
his teaching that animals, and humans, were “conscious automata” was
quite compatible with Christian orthodoxy.99 In an address delivered to the
Cambridge Young Men’s Christian Society on March 24, 1870, Huxley again
affirmed that the physiological psychology he taught was “not inconsistent,
so far as I know, with any form of theology”.100 The fact that Huxley’s
epiphenomenalism could be seen to be compatible with Christian theology
is yet another illustration of the fact that Reed’s inference from the
compatibility of a psychology with theism to its theological nature is
unconvincing. To go back to the example of the new nineteenth-century
theory of emotions developed by physiological psychologists: it was not a
scientific discovery that hate, jealousy, love and sorrow were really
“emotions” rather than “passions” or “affections”. Scientific psychologists
had not established a new fact that was incompatible with Christian faith. It
was rather the case that there had been a shift in the dominant professions,
epistemologies and narratives that were granted social authority. They were
the psychological states of a new social and intellectual world.

Huxley went on to tell the young Christian males of Cambridge that the
doctrines of the new science were

neither Christian, nor Unchristian, but are Extrachristian, and have a
world of their own, which to use language which will be very familiar
to your ears just now, is not only “unsectarian”, but is altogether
“secular”.101

The teachings of physiological psychology may indeed be compatible with
those of Christian theology but, more importantly, they belong to a different
world. A decade later Harvey Goodwin, the Bishop of Carlisle, took up a
similar theme. Physical science, he explained, in an article on “God and
Nature” for The Nineteenth Century, is neither theistic nor atheistic.

If I might coin a word, I should say that science was atheous, and there-
fore could not be atheistic; that is to say, its investigations and reason-
ings are by agreement conversant simply with observed facts and
conclusions drawn from them, and in this sense it is atheous, or without
recognition of God.102

When Huxley, in 1870, calls science “Extrachristian” and the Bishop of
Carlisle, in 1880, says science is “atheous”, they are both seeking a name
for what is here described as the creation of the “atheological” territory of
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the sciences. The atheological narratives of science-as-worldview have come
to replace Christian theology as the keys to understanding scientific results.

What is at stake in discussions between sciences and theologies is not
whether scientific facts are compatible with religious beliefs. What is at stake
is the way that we choose to describe human reality and its relation to other
realities. Mary Midgley, John C. Greene, John Durant and Richard Lewontin
have all gone some way towards highlighting these mythological and
ideological dimensions of science.103 This literature, however, tends towards
the view that the point of exposing these elements of the scientific
worldview is to undermine the credibility of science. It seems that this is
Alvin Plantinga’s aim too:

[A]mong the secularists, evolution functions as a myth, in a technical
sense of that term: a shared way of understanding ourselves to
ourselves, a way of telling us why we are here, where we come from,
and where we are going.104

While this is indeed an accurate description of the role of the evolutionary
worldview for many atheological thinkers, the observation for Plantinga
really just functions as another weapon in his polemical assault on the
implicit atheism of science.

Others involved in this debate seek to resolve the issue by suggesting that
scientists must stick to (empirical) science, while theologians (and others) get
on with constructing our ethical codes and worldviews. Theologians and
scientists both have an interest, but for different reasons, in perpetuating this
supposed division of labour. Scientists use it to maintain their status as
unbiased fact-gatherers, and theologians support it so as to remain necessary
as ethical and spiritual commentators on the facts. There are at least two
problems with this view. Firstly, scientists are, like any other human beings,
engaged in value-laden enterprises—science is used in diverse political
strategies, regularly creates new moral dilemmas and has countless ethical
implications. Secondly, however, even if a workable fact-value distinction
can be maintained, it is not clear why those skilled in empirical science
should be permanently confined to the fact side of the fence. Nicholas Lash
nicely summarises these points in suggesting it is important to recognise that

the scientist, far from occupying some god-like nowhere in particular
from which to contemplate the world, ineluctably endorses and inhabits
(as we all do) some ontology, some metaphysic, some story of the world
and how things go with it.105

Scientists, like theologians, are sometimes capable of constructing valuable
worldviews and moralities based on, but more than, their natural scientific
theories of humanity, nature and the cosmos.

It is important to identify the scientific worldview and its myths, but
wrong to imagine that in doing so one has uncovered a shameful or
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inappropriate part of the scientific tradition. The theologian, of all people,
cannot suppose that to identify a discourse as mythological is to condemn
it. What still needs to be explored is the positive quasi-theological role 
that the myths of science can play—and are playing—in creating meaning
for those individuals who are not satisfied by traditional theological
stories.

Richard Dawkins has also undertaken to show how science can, in certain
senses, displace religion. He has explicitly said that he thinks that science
should be the new “Religious Education”, inspiring as it does awe, wonder
and respect for human beings and the universe.106 However Dawkins, at the
opposite end of the spectrum from Midgley, dismisses religion as simply
bad science.107 To turn Dawkins’ position on its head—it may be the case that
some science is bad religion. It is not necessarily true, however, that all science
is bad religion.

Between the positions of Midgley and Dawkins is a third position to be
developed—a positive appreciation of an atheological mythology that draws
upon the resources of the scientific tradition, but one which is undertaken
with due scepticism for the claims of science for itself. Such a position would
allow for the appropriation of the stories of science in a theological,108 anti-
theological or atheological context, and would reinforce the insight that
scientific stories are (virtually) indefinitely ideologically and theologically
flexible—they do not entail theism, atheism, nihilism, agnosticism, Buddhism,
pantheism or anything else. Even deterministic and reductionist views of
human nature are compatible with certain forms of Christian theology, as
Huxley acknowledged.

Science and naturalism provide something above scientific results—they
provide a worldview full of aetiology, cosmology, anthropology, psych-
ology, teleology, and eschatology, along with distinctive attitudes to know-
ledge, to mystery and to morals. In short, they provide an alternative
theology but one that is frequently without God, or in which Nature replaces
God. Hence one might say that they provide an “atheology”. In this respect
at least, my conclusions about scientific psychology are, as established above,
in tune with those reached by Milbank about sociology, although I am
significantly less hostile than Milbank to the atheological enterprise and do
not consider it always to disguise anti-Christianity.

Don Cupitt, one of the few writers to assign a positive value to the myths
of science, has noted that “the greatest stories, those that make the most
sense of their lives to the most people for the longest periods, are usually the
epic narratives of religion. One day”, he continues, “we may come to see
Charles Darwin as having told such a story—and perhaps one of the great-
est.”109 Milbank makes the same point:

As the phrase “natural history” suggests, natural science does not rid
itself of narrative, and indeed, it is just as possible to tell a story in which
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the characters are atoms, plants, animals or quasars, as one where they
are human beings.110

I agree with them both that the stories and natural histories provided by
modern science comprise an alternative mythology or “narrative tradi-
tion”.111 As such they are quasi-theological but they are also atheological
because they comprise a narrative tradition that neglects to include stories 
of God.

Atheological scientific models, metaphors and narratives are put to work
in a wide variety of contexts. Works of popular science and philosophy such
as those of Richard Dawkins, Stephen Jay Gould, Michael Ruse, E. O.
Wilson, Francis Crick, Daniel Dennett, John Searle, Carl Sagan, John Barrow,
Frank Tipler and Stephen Hawking are the principal vehicles for naturalistic
atheological myths and doctrines explicitly based on science.112 In the
rhetoric of groups campaigning on the protection of animals and the
environment, for gay rights, or on what are called “bioethical” issues such as
abortion, genetic engineering or embryo research, the appeal to naturalistic,
scientific and medical authority also frequently takes the place of traditional
moral-theological discourse.113

It is hoped, then, that it will be fruitful to see the many historical and
contemporary interchanges between scientists and theologians as negoti-
ations between different theologies and “atheologies” rather than as in-
stances of a “debate” between “science” and “religion”. Furthermore, the
identification of science-as-worldview as a form of mythology or narrative is
not to be seen as an end in itself—least of all as a reason for theologians not
to take science seriously—but rather as a first step towards a better
understanding of the quasi-theological roles that science can now play. The
fact that we are now evolved animals that have “emotions” rather than
created souls that experience “passions and affections” is but one of the
myriad ways in which our understanding of ourselves and our place in the
cosmos is increasingly informed by an atheological set of narratives derived
from the sciences rather than by traditional theologies.
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