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Given the title of this workshop, ‘Surfing the Void’, I thought I would begin by 

considering what we may mean by this. We could see the void as the lack of 

any solid foundations upon which to build knowledge, which seems to capture 

the essence of what Nietzsche was referring to by his announcement of the 

Death of God. Or we could see the void in terms of what is left over after the 

gods have left us – a void of meaning, a void that has opened up as 

disenchantment sets in, a void akin to a spiritual or existential emptiness. This is 

the kind of emptiness that Nietzsche warned us about when he connected the 

Death of God with the emptiness of a life in which ‘it will appear for a long 

time as if all weightiness were gone from things’. But it is a void that can in 

principle be filled by an alternative set of beliefs; the world can be re-enchanted, 

albeit not in the same way.  

I would like to focus today on a recent book by the intellectual historian Peter 

Watson entitled The Age of Nothing: How We Have Sought to Live Since the 

Death of God (Watson’s book was published alongside a number of other 

similarly themed books by some philosophical big hitters, including Terry 

Eagleton’s Culture and the Death of God and Roger Scruton’s Soul of the 

World. It seems that questions of meaning, religion, and God are very much 

back on the cultural and philosophical agenda). In his book Watson attempts to 

show how we have sought to give weight and meaning to our lives in the wake 

of the Nietzsche’s famous announcement. Although not a work of philosophy in 

itself, it raises some important questions regarding philosophy. What is the role 

of philosophy and what is its scope? And is there any way to agree on such 

questions?  

Questions regarding ‘the meaning of life’ have traditionally been mocked within 

academic philosophy, although most members of the public gravitate to 

philosophy in search of answers to this riddle. Watson begins by highlighting 

how science has been perceived by many as having failed to offer meaning to 

our lives following the demise of religion, such that no matter how many times 

one, for example, listens to Monty Python’s ‘Galaxy Song’ or watches Brian 

Cox describe amazing facts about the solar system, the sense of wonder such 

experiences deliver is fleeting and superficial. The world remains for the most 

part disenchanted. So perhaps it is down to philosophy to step into the gap left 

between science and religion? On this front, Watson is ambivalent. He often 

places philosophy (as metaphysics) alongside religion in trying to establish 

absolutes as foundations upon which to build meaning. But Watson has no truck 

with absolutes, which goes some way to explain why the philosophical hero that 

emerges in The Age of Nothing is Richard Rorty, whose brand of pragmatism 

assures us that we need no longer concern ourselves too much with questions of 

truth. Watson is also rather fond of phenomenology which he refers to as the 

‘most underrated movement of the twentieth century’, and which he sees as 
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awakening us to the subtle details of the everyday, and as intertwined with the 

poetic sensibility which for him is the deepest guarantor of meaning. For 

Watson, poetry is a way of approaching the world, a form of knowledge, and 

even a form of living. Following thinkers like Pierre Hadot, one could say the 

same of philosophy.  

On reading Watson’s book one may find oneself sympathising with the logical 

positivists and their rather straitjacketed understanding of the philosophical 

enterprise, for at least there is the possibility of agreeing on what we are 

actually doing when we do philosophy! Philosophy worms its way into all areas 

of The Age of Nothing and yet its precise nature and role remains strikingly 

ambiguous, supporting science in helping us decide about ‘what rational 

generalizations we can agree upon after observing the world around us’, 

supporting religion in engaging in deep and abstract metaphysical speculations 

about reality, supporting poetry in trying to capture the structures of our 

experience at the most intimate levels, and so on. If philosophy itself has 

become increasingly fragmented such that one philosopher may not even 

understand what another is on about (think of Carnap’s influential critique of 

Heidegger), the same is no less true in related disciplines such as the human 

sciences where the dividing lines between, for example, psychology, 

anthropology and sociology, are porous and poorly defined to say the least. 

While many may celebrate entering an era of interdisciplinary study and the 

breakdown of separate agendas and academic ghettos reinforced by esoteric 

specialist jargon, Watson’s celebration of pluralism seems to leave us with a 

definition of philosophy as nothing less than life itself. At one point Watson 

quotes Harold Bloom who suggests that the point of reading a lot of books is to 

come to realise that there are an infinite number of viewpoints, all more or less 

equally valid. One feels that one could restrict one’s reading to Watson’s book 

alone and be more than satisfied. And yet one can feel swamped and unsettled 

by the sheer plurality of ideas that Watson describes. No wonder the late 

novelist David Foster Wallace described modern life as a ‘confusion of 

permissions’. If the philosophical enterprise is to be understood to encompass 

the whole of life, we may struggle to find many ‘rational generalizations to 

agree upon after observing the world around us’. Agreement and certainty may 

be enjoyable and make life easier to live, but Watson does not make it clear 

whether much agreement, let alone certainty, is possible or even desirable. For 

that matter, it is unclear if too much contemplation is even advisable, as 

evidenced by D.H. Lawrence’s piece of advice to Bertrand Russell: ‘Quit 

thinking!’ 

Whether or not such an acceptance and tolerance of uncertainty is a possibility 

for most of us is a different matter. Consider Theodore Dalrymple’s comments 

on the enduring role of religion in our society: ‘In an age of relativism, people 
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seek certainty; when violence strikes at random, they seek transcendent 

meaning; when crime goes unpunished by the secular power, they seek refuge 

in divine law; when indifference to others reigns, they seek community’. The 

fact that most of us can recognise the truth in this suggests a tension at the heart 

of Watson’s book, for how many people genuinely endorse the kind of position 

that Dawkins describes as ‘laudable tough-mindedness in the debunking of 

cosmic sentimentality’? On reading The Age of Nothing, it is clear that we 

should reject religious belief, but it is difficult to know whether we should reject 

it because it makes us look 1) stupid or 2) weak. Certainly much of the weight 

of critique directed against faith is related to epistemic concerns and so the risk 

is that one appears stupid for believing in things that may not exist. And yet, as 

evidenced by Dalrymple’s analysis above, we may ask whether truth in the 

narrowly conceived ‘bald’ scientific sense of the word is especially important to 

most people most of the time, especially when times are hard. We may also ask 

if this particular model of truth and knowledge deserves its almost hegemonic 

status within philosophy. We shall turn to this question in greater detail later. 

Putting epistemology aside and moving to ethics, specifically the ethics of 

belief, there is a strong case for considering the sense of oneself as weak to be 

an equally if not more motivating factor in resisting the allure of faith. Dawkins 

urges us to be ‘tough-minded’, while Watson recounts how Nietzsche’s 

injunction to ‘Be hard!’ was popular amongst the Bolsheviks in their attempt to 

rid society of religion. Finally, in his lecture ‘Science as a Vocation’ which 

Watson discusses at some length, Max Weber implores his audience to ‘bear the 

fate of the times [i.e. disenchantment in the light of the Death of God] like a 

man’ and suggests that it is ‘weakness not to be able to countenance the stern 

seriousness of the times’. For Weber, faith and religious belief is a shameful 

refuge for the weak and ‘unmanly’.  However, as Herbert De Vriese has argued, 

it is notable that prominent 18
th
 century Enlightenment thinkers like Voltaire 

and D’Holbach were not seeking to democratize secularism so much as to 

influence the elite and literate classes. Voltaire felt that it was impossible for 

mankind to live without religion: 

Such is the weakness of the human race, and such their perversity, that 

they would doubtless prefer to be subject of every conceivable 

superstition, provided it was not murderous, than to live without religion.  

John Gray echoes this idea when he writes that the ‘attempt to eradicate 

religion...only leads to it reappearing in grotesque and degraded forms’, which 

in turn calls to mind G.K. Chesterton’s comment that: ‘When a man stops 

believing in God he doesn’t then believe in nothing, he believes anything’. The 

increasing optimism from the 19
th

 century onwards that reason will render faith 

obsolete is itself, as John Gray has suggested, ‘an article of faith rather than a 

theory based on evidence’. The pessimism of the early Enlightenment thinkers 
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about the ability of the masses to live by the light of Reason rather than faith or 

superstition may be seen as an indictment of the masses, or equally plausibly as 

an indictment of Reason itself as a less powerful tool that it is often assumed to 

be. As Terry Eagleton puts it: ‘Reason was supposedly universal, but was 

incapable of universalizing itself... It was an unfathomable source of wisdom, 

yet the credulous folk were an embarrassing reminder of its fragility’.  

To be Nietzschean is the guiding ideal in Watson’s book, but how many of us 

truly undertake the radically individualistic task of shaping our own values or 

creating our lives as works of art? For most of us, our experience of being 

Nietzschean is little more than a youthful taste for cruelty and striving for power 

which unfortunately tends to be undermined by such akratic moments as acts of 

generosity or feelings of compassion for those who suffer. Terry Eagleton 

suggests that: ‘The autonomous, self-determining superman is yet another piece 

of counterfeit theology’, while the French sociologist Alain Ehrenberg 

persuasively argues in his history of depression in the 20
th

 century that we are 

all Nietzschean now, but at the same time we are not: 

The individual, free from morality, creating herself by herself and 

aspiring to the superhuman is now our reality. But, instead of possessing 

the strength of the masters, she turns out to be fragile, lacking in being, 

weary of her sovereignty and full of complaints. Depression, then, is the 
inexorable counterpart of the human being who is her/his sovereign.  

I would now like to turn to what I consider to be Watson’s rather naive 

understanding of the nature of religious belief. Given that throughout the book 

he tends to elevate the emotive and imaginative above the rational when it 

comes to finding meaning in life, it seems strange that he adopts something like 

the position of W.K. Clifford (against whom William James argued in his essay 

‘The Will to Believe’), that ‘it is wrong always, everywhere, and for anyone to 

believe anything upon insufficient evidence’ (‘Thou shalt not believe based 

upon insufficient evidence’ seems a good bet for inclusion in the secular Ten 

Commandments). And yet what much of Watson’s lauded phenomenology, and 

especially much of his equally lauded Heidegger, suggests to us is that the very 

primacy of mood and emotion in the shaping of belief renders the stipulation of 

evidence to justify the belief very much an afterthought, and one that it is far 

from clear one ought to endorse unless you are already convinced by the 

argument of Clifford and his ilk. Religious belief, as thinkers like Peirce and 

Pascal have argued, is based far less on reason and proof than on habit, with 

Pascal suggesting that: ‘Custom is our nature. Anyone who grows accustomed 

to faith believes it’. Similarly, the novelist Francis Spufford recently defended 

his religious belief, writing that: 
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From outside, belief looks like a series of ideas about the nature of the 

universe for which a truth-claim is being made, a set of propositions that 

you sign up to; and when actual believers don’t talk about belief in this 

way, it looks like slipperiness, like a maddening evasion of the issue... 

But it is a mistake to suppose that it is assent to the propositions that 

makes you a believer. It is the feelings that are primary. I assent to the 

ideas because I have the feelings; I don’t have the feelings because I 

assent to the ideas.   

In support of positions like Spufford’s, William James argues that ‘in the 

metaphysical and religious sphere, articulate reasons are cogent for us only 

when our inarticulate feelings of reality have already been impressed in favour 

of the same conclusion’. For James, the epistemological stipulations imposed by 

thinkers like Clifford endorse an ‘insane logic’: 

There are...cases where a fact cannot come at all unless a preliminary 

faith exists in its coming. And where faith in a fact can help create the 

fact, that would be an insane logic which should say that faith running 

ahead of scientific evidence is the ‘lowest kind of immorality’ [a quote 

from Clifford] into which a thinking being can fall. Yet such is the logic 

by which our scientific absolutists pretend to regulate our lives.   

Considering belief more generally Matthew Ratcliffe, using James and 

Heidegger as guides, has argued that what he terms ‘existential feelings’ play a 

considerable role in philosophical debate in terms of one’s ability to connect to 

another’s argument, to think through problems, to suspend implicit stances, and 

so on. James ‘comes clean’ in admitting that deep down his beliefs are ‘of an 

aesthetic and not of a logical sort’ and critiques the insincerity inherent in 

philosophical debates where ‘the potentest of all our premises [i.e. the feelings 

that shape our beliefs] is never mentioned’. For John Cottingham, ‘the idea that, 

at the philosophical level, we can slice off all the distracting resonances of 

emotion and imagination and polyvalence, and engage in pure, logically valid 

argumentation that will compel the assent of any rational interlocutor is 

probably a fantasy’. Similarly, Ratcliffe questions what it is to hold a 

philosophical position, asking: ‘Is it enough to assent linguistically to a set of 

propositions or must one feel a sense of conviction with respect to it?’  

For example, it is one thing to assent to the proposition that ‘I believe that I am 

going to die’ when one is young and quite another when the felt reality that one 

is going to die sets in later in life. At this point we would be justified in saying 

that ‘I never actually believed I was going to die before; now I really believe it’. 

The difference in the latter is that one is profoundly moved by the statement and 

may find central aspects of one’s existence adjusting accordingly, for example 
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by experiencing the kinds of feelings that make one susceptible to religious 

faith. If philosophy struggles to understand the nature of religious belief, this is 

less because religious belief is illegitimate than because philosophy operates 

with an emaciated understanding of belief. As Ratcliffe puts it: 

[Belief in God] is not an attitude towards some object or set of objects but 

a general attitude towards life, an orientation or way of responding to 

things that shapes experience and thought regarding all manner of topics. 

And a belief in God is not something additional to this general attitude 

but is constituted by it.  

Let’s consider the title of this talk, ‘The Charm of Disenchantment’. As a 

sociological position, the idea of disenchantment is linked to such processes as 

secularization and rationalization. In its concrete form it may involve stripping 

humans of their free will or, as Roger Scruton puts it, ‘wiping away the 

appearance of human distinctiveness’ such that complex human behaviours can 

be reduced to analogous behaviours within the animal kingdom. Or, following 

Charles Taylor, disenchantment can be an attitude or a stance that one takes up 

in relation to the world we inhabit, such that the world comes to be seen as a 

‘mechanism’ that is ‘without inherent purpose’ and so ‘we are free to treat it as 

a neutral field where our main concern is how to effect our own purposes’. 

Taylor takes this line of thought further by arguing that ‘this stance cuts us off 

from the world, from nature, even from our own emotional nature. We are 

divided beings needing to be healed’, such that debates over epistemological 

stances are not so much dry academic debates over method, but are rather 

‘deeply involved in the contrary ethical and metaphysical passions of the 

modern age’.  

Watson responds to Taylor-style positions on disenchantment by pointing to 

20
th
 century advances in genetics, physics, chemistry, as well as the arrival of 

movies, arguing that as a result it ‘needs repeating that the world is vastly more 

enchanted now than it was before the death of God’. This appears to be the kind 

of fundamental disagreement concerning ground-floor intuitions that, to quote 

Nagel on his disagreement with Dennett, ‘will presumably end in the grave, if 

then’. Once again we can sympathise with the logical positivists for whom 

questions such as the relative levels of enchantment in the world would have 

been largely dismissed as nonsense thus leaving philosophy free to analyse the 

structures of reality as mediated by language. For, try as we might, debates over 

enchantment are unlikely to be resolved by rational argument. Once again the 

primacy of pre-reflective feelings shapes the debate and lead to apparently 

insoluble impasses. Insofar as there may be considerable temperamental 

constraints on our abilities to ‘enter’ other people’s worlds, what is the role of 

rational debate in the end? After all, it may reasonably be argued that discussing 
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one’s religious commitments intellectually can hinder the cultivation of certain 

kinds of attitudes and feelings that are constitutive of the religious life. Is 

silence the way ahead?        

At this point it is worth outlining the assumptions of one of the most prominent 

substitutes for religion that has emerged over the past 30 years or so, 

specifically the reductive form of scientific naturalism that is often labelled with 

the pejorative term ‘scientism’. In fact, not to endorse this brand of naturalism 

leaves one appearing to be endorsing a theological perspective or a Cartesian 

dualist perspective, neither of which are currently very fashionable in scientific 

or philosophical circles. Indeed, the pressure to adopt a particular brand of 

reductive naturalism can seemingly force us to accept ideas about ourselves that 

we may not wish to endorse. This is especially the case in the field of 

consciousness studies. I can think of a recent conversation when someone said 

how they did not want to think of themselves as a computer but could not see 

any alternative given the evidence for it. This is quite understandable when one 

has internalized the epistemic demands of aggressive scientistic thinkers like the 

neuroscientist-philosopher Thomas Metzinger who describes his opponents as 

people who ‘desperately seek emotional security’ and who are ‘driven solely by 

anti-reductionist resentment’. One such resentful character is clearly Alva Noë 

who critiques dominant reductive models of consciousness by appealing in no 

small part to aesthetic questions raised by these theories: 

The view that the self and consciousness can be explained in terms of the 

brain, that the real us is found inside our skulls, isn’t just misleading and 

wrong, it’s ugly. In that view, each of us is trapped in caverns of his own 

skull and the world is just sort of a shared figment. Everything is made 

interior, private, rational and computational. That may not pose a 

practical danger, but it presents a kind of spiritual danger... The danger is 

alienation, plain and simple. We’re strangers in a strange land. 

As Ratcliffe points out, scientific naturalism is not an empirical scientific 

position so much as a philosophical position with clear epistemological and 

metaphysical theses: 

1)      Epistemological: The standpoint and method/s of empirical science are the 

best way to acquire knowledge of every aspect of the world, including 

ourselves.  

2)      Metaphysical: The world is comprised solely of the kinds of objects, 

properties and causal relations posited by scientific theories. 

The concept of nature, about which David Hume wrote that ‘there is none more 

ambiguous and equivocal’, has apparently been monopolized and sewn up by 
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the reductive naturalists, precisely the accusation secularists have repeatedly 

made against ‘enchanted’ religious accounts of nature. In fact, we may see 

religious traces in the shrill and often aggressive brand of naturalism espoused 

by Metzinger, Dawkins, Dennett and colleagues, and they display many of the 

attitudes that they accuse their religious adversaries of, including 1) a strong 

faith in their position, such that, for example, Metzinger arrogantly dismisses 

his opponents while at the same time admitting that ‘consciousness research is 

still in a pre-paradigmatic stage’, and 2) a belief that their position can be used 

to acquire knowledge about every aspect of the world. In an interview Peter 

Watson says that we have been ‘misled by years of monotheism to think that 

there is one answer to everything’. We are currently being misled by scientism 

to think the same. Phenomenologists like Husserl and Heidegger challenged the 

claims of the naturalist to be able to understand everything by demonstrating 

that, as Ratcliffe puts it, ‘the naturalistic stance is...a theoretical attitude that 

involves a spectatorial ‘disengaging’ from practical dealings’. When the 

naturalist is oblivious to the fact that his position is a stance that presupposes 

other more basic ways in which the world is revealed or disclosed, there is a 

tendency to misinterpret his relationship to the world, specifically to ignore the 

contingency of his stance and then claim that it has the power to encompass 

everything. To elevate something of contingent/conditional significance to 

absolute/unconditional significance seems to be a deep metaphysical need, and 

yet it is also, as Paul Tillich argues, the essence of the demonic.   

With its current reductive naturalistic gloss, Clifford’s position that ‘it is wrong 

always, everywhere, and for anyone to believe anything upon insufficient 

evidence’ has seeped so deeply into our consciences that we are willing to shed 

our most dearly held ideas about ourselves and the world as an ethical duty. In a 

fictitious dialogue, Roger Scruton explores the motivation behind 

disenchantment’s charm: 

Knowing that we cannot stand against the force of science, we decide 

instead to join it. We pull down our dear illusions, hurry impatiently 

onwards, to the point where nature will be stripped of her moral clothing, 

and stand before us as she really is – not a she but an it. In this way we 

take revenge on the hopes which disappointed us.  

To strip nature and human life of enchantment in order to diminish the 

possibility of religious faith seems like a Pyrrhic victory of gargantuan 

proportions. For if religion thrives where religious emotions lurk, the challenge 

is no less than finding ways to reign in certain forms of vitality, passion, and 

metaphysical hunger until faith is no longer, to use James’ phrase, a ‘live 

option’. However, given that your average scientistic thinker tends to espouse a 

hyper-rationalist humanism characterised by a blend of shallow materialism, 
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intellectual complacency, and an absence of ontological worries, such a loss 

may not even be noticed, let alone mourned.   

And what are we to do with the language of enchantment? One of Watson’s 

interviewers claims that he cringes when people use words like ‘awe’, ‘mystery’ 

and ‘transcendence’, to which Watson replies that he is ‘very much against the 

concept of transcendence’. He is also against the terms ‘redemption’, 

‘salvation’, and ‘sacred’. He suggests that we should not try and make secular 

equivalents of these traditionally religious terms, but should evolve a new 

vocabulary. Let’s briefly consider ‘transcendence’. Rudiger Safranski describes 

transcendence as a ‘fundamental thesis of religion’: 

Transcendence is the relation that relieves men of having to be everything 

for each other. They can therefore stop shuffling off their lack of Being 

onto one another and holding each other responsible when they feel like 

strangers in the world.  

The question that we must raise is surely: have we developed adequate secular 

alternatives for the concepts that we wish to erase? Do we in fact live in a world 

where our friends and family are ‘everything for each other’? We would 

certainly like to think so, but do we? If we do, why is depression predicted by 

the World Health Organisation to be the second leading cause of global 

disability by 2020? Is the depressive one of many sacrificed for the cause of 

universal secularization? Trapped in his own head and stripped of all possibility 

of transcendence, his disenchantment is then explained away in terms of 

aberrant brain chemistry. How quickly the new absolutisms worm their way into 

the deepest structures of our being!  

Finally I would like to comment on Watson’s conclusion regarding the nature of 

God. At the end of The Age of Nothing, Watson writes that ‘the latest 

developments in religion cannot give us meaning, or sensible purpose, by 

definition, because they define God as unnameable; they have no part to play in 

the ever expanding, forward-looking naming of the world’. Aside from the fact 

that the idea of God being unnameable is hardly a new development given the 

millennia-old tradition of apophatic theology across all major religions, there is 

something more worrying in Watson’s analysis. If Watson argues that only that 

which can be named can offer meaning and contribute to the advance of the 

world, he would appear to be deeply mired in a mode of thinking Heidegger 

refers to as ‘enframing’.  

For Heidegger the Western philosophical tradition starting from Socrates and 

Plato has shaped our thinking in such a way that the world can only show up or 

reveal itself to us in a particular way, specifically in terms of their being-for-us 

as resource - hence ‘enframing’ as our perception of reality is framed by the 
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parameters of Western philosophical thinking. This ‘technical’ interpretation of 

thinking understood as ‘a process of reflection in the service of doing and 

making’ has led philosophy to the predicament of constantly having to justify its 

existence in terms of how useful it can be to the sciences.  

If subservience to usefulness and the sciences is one unfortunate effect of the 

trajectory of Western philosophical thinking, another far more damaging 

consequence for Heidegger is that this effort to be a science represents ‘the 

abandonment of the essence of thinking’. We have arrived at an era where 

calculative thinking that has defined Western philosophy and led to the rise of 

the sciences now dominates our lives so much that what Heidegger terms 

meditative thinking has been all but lost. Heidegger’s mysterious meditative 

thinking seems to emphasise the passivity of the thinker, although he claims that 

it lies beyond the distinction between activity and passivity. If activity is general 

understood as a form of willing and passivity as doing nothing, Heidegger’s 

meditative thinking lies somewhere in between, as a kind of ‘sustained exertion’ 

or ‘patient endurance’ closely linked with waiting, with letting, with allowing. 

In one passage Heidegger writes that ‘we will non-willing’, while elsewhere he 

writes that ‘we are to do nothing but wait’. Heidegger’s essential thought on 

thinking is captured in what he perceives to be the goal of meditative thinking: 

‘It lets Being be’. The key goal of Heidegger’s later philosophy was to guide us 

into a new mode of thinking that would allow the mystery and holiness of Being 

to emerge. This is reminiscent of Martin Buber’s idea of ‘the truth of the slower 

tempo’, that those forces that change and shape the world are deep, hidden and 

move slowly. Heidegger’s thoughts on thinking may be viewed as a stammering 

question rather than a packaged answer, a tentative but radical stepping 

backwards from the whole current of modern life.  

If Heidegger diagnosed problems that many may sympathise with – the loss of 

gods, alienation under the sway of technology, a sense of homelessness within 

the world, a focus on utility and action over all else, and so on, his prognosis is 

perhaps more unsettling. Insofar as we are held captive by the worldview of the 

Western philosophical-scientific tradition, we cannot rid ourselves of it through 

our own efforts – to do so is to impose our will upon the world, which is the 

very problem of the tradition that Heidegger criticises. To spring into action to 

counter the effects of the techno-scientific enframing of reality is simply the 

other side of the same coin. Joan Stambaugh sums this situation up well: 

‘Basically, there is nothing whatever we can ‘do’; the doing is part of the 

problem, if not its source’.  

Lord Kelvin famously wrote that ‘one’s knowledge of science begins when he 

can measure what he is speaking about, and express it in numbers’, a dictum 

endorsed by scientistic thinkers ever since. Watson seems to be arguing that 



12 |  P a g e
 

meaning or purpose is only attainable once something can be named or defined. 

It is far from clear that this is true. Given that his book relates to questions 

surrounding the meaning of life, it seems strange that when it comes to God he 

retreats into the narrowest possible definition of meaning as ‘linguistic 

meaning’, such that something can only have meaning if it can be expressed in 

language. David Cooper questions such a stance when he writes that given ‘our 

pervasive talk of non-linguistic items having meaning, it is hard to divine the 

reasons behind a restriction of philosophical concern to linguistic meaning’. We 

may talk about defining moments in one’s life, but this does not mean that a life 

can be defined in the same way that a chair can. One is reminded of Carnap’s 

dismissal of Heidegger’s reference to ‘the nothing’ as nonsensical. Yet, as 

Ratcliffe argues, for Heidegger ‘the source of all meaning, the framework of 

intelligibility within which logic resides, is something pre-articulate and felt’, in 

other words unnameable. As with his understanding of belief, we find that in the 

end Watson is operating with rather a similarly emaciated understanding of 

meaning.  

One of the famous stories in the history of philosophy relates to David Hume’s 

death. Outside his house gathered a crowd of believers waiting for the atheist 

Hume to recant on his deathbed. So strong was their faith that for them the idea 

that he could have died without renouncing his disbelief was inconceivable. We 

may see such a story as illustrating how far humans have progressed from fear-

based superstition; however, we may also see it as illustrating how much we 

have lost, how quickly we have lost it, how easily we settle into new ways of 

life, and how little we are prepared to settle for. In the end, the most seductive 

charm of disenchantment is, to paraphrase Aldous Huxley, to convince us that 

spiritual blindness, moral evil, and social disaster is the only route to social 

order, international peace and personal happiness. Seen in this light we would 

do well to ponder Heidegger’s famously enigmatic comment that: ‘Only a god 

can save us’. 

 


