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NORMATIVE AND DESCRIPTIVE
IN THE STUDY OF RELIGION

INTRODUCTION: PROBLEM AND CONTEXT

Are discussions on methodology in the study of religion so
‘old hat’ as to be unbearably tedious? Such is the claim frequently
made and yet it is reasonable to wonder if the facts justify this
contempt. Wilness the meeting of the Canadian Society for the
Study of Religion in Fredericton, New Brunswick (May 31—
June 3, 1977) where basic methodological issues surfaced on
numerous occasions. The tension between normative and descrip-
tive approaches was particularly evident in the proposals that the
Society undertook a systematic programme of research whose
purpose it would be to formulate a normative concept of man.

This norm could then be offered for guidance to those engaged in

radical rescarch particularly in the bio-medical field where genetic
engincering is a present fact. The normative concept of man would
sct moral limits to what is acceptable both in the directions of
scientific rescarch and in the social application of technologies thus

developed.

This proposal provoked a discussion on what is the proper
end of religious scholars and their academic societics. Are norma-
tive investigations the concerns of religionists qua humans and
not in their professional capacity?

A colleague turned to me and made a remark—1I think dis-
approvingly—to the effect that methodology like the poor seemed
to be with us always. I replied that in methodology as in salva-
tion we arc all, in Kierkegaard’s epigram, equidistant from
cternity. There are no final conquests that render all subsequent
enquiry unnccessary; rather the questions of what we study and
how we study it need to be confronted over and over, not only
from generation to generation, but also within the career of the

same enquirer, ‘This essay is intended as a contribution to this
ongoing discussion.
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The thesis of this paper is that the scholarly study of religion
should include: the normative challenge' to assess truth or reality
claims. To some, this may appear a betrayal of the hard-won
emancipation of Religionswissenschaft from the tyranny of theo-
logical, i.e., confessional, strictures. It will be my attempt, never-
theless, to show that the study of religion need not choose between
the polar extremes of presumptive objectivity on ‘the one hand,
and confessional hegemony on the other. I shall argue that it is
both desirable and possible for the academic study of religion to
espouse a normative or evaluative enterprise which, while accept-
ing the challenge to assault the question of truth, does not capitulate
to the proprietary exclusiveness :of any particular theology.

What does it mean to characterize a study as descriptive or
normative? In the most general sense, a study is descriptive if
it seeks to apprehend and represent the environment without the
interposition of subjective and variable -elements from the side
of the investigator. The watchword of descriptive studies, it may
be said, is objectivity. This trait is considered characteristic of
the scientific attitude, and studies conducted with this outlo_ok
may be viewed as scientific studies of religion. A normative
study, conversely, is one in which the investigator consciously
contributes certain intellectual elements-to the understanding, of
the data. Whereas the descriptive study attempts to view the
data in themselves unaffected. (though not, necessarily, unassisted)
by the observer’s subjectivity, the normative study. applies an 4
priori set of judgements to -the phenomena in question: - o

In a more specific sense, the normative enterprise is regarded
as exercising judgements upon the data with a view to establish-
ing their truth. The a priori categaries which the enquirer brings
to"his data are in this case understood as norms or criteria for
distinguishing true claims concerning reality and value from false
ones. '

-

“"As I'shall attempt’to’show below, this fundamental distinction
between a normative study that operates with a priori elements
and therefore entails the subjectivity of the scholar, and one that
is presuppositionless and is, therefore, regarded as objective or
descriptive, does not stand up to closer scrutiny. For it is evident
that even allegedly descriptive studies have an ineluctable sub-
jective element. On' the -definitional grounds mentioned above it
is, thercfore, neccessary to conclude that even such descriptive
studies contain a normative element.
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“This is not to say that -the distinction between descriptive
and: normative must be abandoned, but it is, at the very _le_ast,
to point out the supetficinlity of many jud;:,cmcnts x\bguf rcl.lglOLES
studics that arc made using these categories. The distinction is
still a useful one if it is kept in mind that descriptive studies
are motivated by the methodological intention of seeing the data
in themselves in detachment from the needs and wishes of the
observer, whereas the normative study consciously and deliberately
imposes upon the observed data a judgement as to their reality
and value.

THE NORMATIVE IN THE DESCRIPTIVE

i. True Second-Order Statements

Some of the reservations about normative judgements in
the study of religion may be allayed' if we acknowledge that in
a certain sense all scholarly statements about religious phenomena
contain and even aspire to contain a normative element, In the
manner of certain linguistic analysis, it may be useful to distinguish
between first-order statements and second-order statements. First-
order statcments arc those propositions that refer directly to
empirical data. Second-order statements refer to such propositions
about that data; in other words, second-order statements are state-
ments about statements. The second occurrence of the word
‘statements’ extends, however, beyond verbal propositions; it in-
cludes all external expressions of religious faith and not simply
creedal or theological expressions. Along with theology, such

. things as sacred dances, liturgies and institutional forms are, in

this usage, ‘statements’ which in their different ways refer to
some transcendent object or ground of which they are a symbol
or response. In characterizing the descriptive task of the scholar
of religion as framing true second-order statements I mean that
he should understand his responsibility as formulating descrip-
tions which accurately depict what religious persons say and do,
without pressing the further question as to whether these ex-
pressions do in fact correspond to some sacred or transcendent
reality ‘as' their authors claim or imply. This is essentially the

phenomenological  outlook whercin  ontological questions  are
bracketed. :
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When I contend that all academic statements intend to in-
clude a normative element, I have in mind in the first place just
such sccond-order statements—those descriptive formulations that
are, in effect, statements about ‘statements’. It should, for cxample,
be the aim of scholarship to describe correctly and understand the
Muslim claim that there is no God but God and that Muhammad
is his messenger. The excecution of this intention entails all the
necessary philological and historical tools that are available to the
scholar of religion. He seeks to describe this Islamic statement
about the nature of the universe with absolute precision. Describ-
ing truly the existential meaning which Muslims attach to this
statement is, of course, a far more complex and difficult assignment,
but one that still lies within the intention of the scholar whose
aim is only to describe accurately putative descriptions of reality.

ii. The Normative in the Definition of Religion

Perhaps the most obvious expression of a normative element
in the descriptive study of religion is in the very definition of re-
ligion. To study religion entails a preliminary delimitation of the
field of enquiry—even if this circumscription is alleged to be rough
or intuitive. There appears no way of avoiding a preliminary as-
sessment of what, among the vast range of cultural and psychic
phenomena accessible to man, shall constitute religious data to
be studied by certain professionals. As any cursory survey of the
various definitions of religion amply illustrates, there is signifi-
cant diversity of judgement regarding the essential nature of re-
ligious phenomena and hence of the field of study. To attempt to
evade this definitional conundrum by stating that one will supply
a definition of religion only at the end of one’s empirical ‘resear-
ches and not in advance of them, really begs the question. For, in
fact, the researcher is obliged to function with some implicit judge-
ment as to the generic character of the material he undertakes to
examine and understand.

This may rightly be called a normative element in two respects:
(1) it involves an a priori element in the investigator which is
brought to he empirical researches. One is even obliged to call it
a subjective a priori, (in contrast to a universal Kantian, a priori)
inasmuch as the definition of religion clearly differs from scholar
to scholar; (2).it is a normative concern inasmuch as it entails a
truth judgement in the sense that an evaluation is made of the
conformity of certain phenomena to a standard taken to be the
test of what constitutes religion. . :
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jii. Inevitable Subjectivity in Descriptive Studies

But there remains a more persistent problem which is 'evident
to all who reflect upon the nature of research.and, parucu_larly,
historical studies. 1 refer to the latent normative element in all
allegedly objective descriptive statements. This hardly needs to
be laboured in this day. I simply issue the remxpder }hat objective
descriptive study remains more a methodglogx.cal ideal thand an
actually implemented programme. Determination qf whflt data
are to be focussed upon as significant and worthy of investigation;
the subscquent attempts to chate and f:lassxfy this date; the
interpretations of the meaning of this date for adhergrﬁs
of the religion in question—all t}]ese processes are crucially
influenced by the investigatot’s s.ub]ecthood. By this 1 mean th?1
investigator’s philosophical commitments, reality perc}t;ptl}c:ps, z.mal
value judgements, all of which are the result both of his historic
and  cultural conditioning and of his pcr:sonal .engagen;enils.
This subjecthood or existential selfhood of the investigator already
{unctions in an a priori, normative manncr cven i the jcsvcrlpii;rc,
or allegedly descriptive  phase of the task of understanding
religion.

iv. Moral Precondition of Research

It will be recalled that Henry Newman distinguished between
intelloctual and moral functions and argued that the propcr.rolc1
of the university was to exercise only th.e intellFCtual .functlop.
Although there is some ambivalence on thxs question, thxs. remains
today the generally held view of the university. The university's
task is to understand, not to exhort, preach or convert. And yet
there is an obvious sense in which the intellectual task er}talls
certain moral attitudes and conduct. One cannot be a good intel-
lectual if he is not honest, open to evidence, humple, and prepared
to co-operate with othets in the common pursuit of truth.

Once men dedicate their energy to the discovery of truth
about the world whether they are physicists, or econormit's, or
religionists, they have—as a prc?conditlon of their undertaking—
entered the realm of the normative.

1. “It [the university] contemplates neither moral ixnprcsf»ion nor mschanicaf
production; it professes to excrcise the mind ncither in art nor in duty;
its function is intcllectual culture.” (John Henry Cardinal Necwman, The
Idea of a University, Discourse VI).



.much more difficult area of enquiry. So di
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I .

NORMATIVE EVALUATION OF RELIGIOUS
TRUTH-CLAIMS

i Assessing Historical Claims

The question of normati

: ve studies acquires a much greater
degree of pertinence and com '

per plexity, however, when we pass to
the examination of the first-order aspect of religion studies and

consider the relation between traditions and cosmic reality. To re-
turn to the example of the Muslim shahadda, this entails the
question of the truth of the Muslim claim that there is no God
but God and that Muhammad is his messenger. This is the

normative question as it is customarily understood in discussions
of fact and truth in the study of religion.

It will be noted that the difficulty of giving a satisfactory
answer to the truth or falsehood gz religious claim about reality
increases in proportion to the increase in  what we may loosely

term 'the ‘metaphysical’ quality of the statement. Most religious
traditions contain’ both historical

: and  metaphysical assertions.
Claims may be made, for example, that Jesus was crucified in the
year 30 during the reign of Tiberius Caesar, or that the Buddha
died of a banquet of poisonous mushrooms, or that Muhammad
purged the Ka'ba of its idols. These claims are simultaneously
personal religious claims and academic, historical claims. They are
religious in the sense that they are elements of an enduring tradi-
tion, belief which inspires the faith of jts adherents. At the same
time, they are historical claims of an ordinary sort which are subject
to the same tests of historical accuracy as are other statements
about the past.

fa

t. Evaluating Metaphysical Claims

When, however, we raise questions such as the existence of
a supreme will and wisdom or of a universal spiritual essence
behind all sensory phenomena, we are in a different and obviously

flicult, in fact, that many
concluding that a position
ysical claims is in no way
h are publicly verifiable,

scholars at this point abandon the quest,
on the truth or falsehood of such metaph
determined by scholarly methods whic
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but depends instcad on the faith, or the will to believe, or ghe
mental idiosyncrasies of the believers. It is as a result of this line
of argument that we have among scholars the ptevalent view that.
the business of religious studies is to ascertain, _as far as is
humanly possible by the methqu of researcb, }vhat it is that re-
ligious people say or do or build, but tha_t it is no part of th.eu'
task to enter upon the risky and contentious path .of evalua.tmg
their truth, that is to say, the corrcspf)ndcncc of thc.nr. expressions
to the actual state of affairs in the universe. If a relxgxt?mst insists
on making an cvaluative judgement a!ao.ut d}e' existence and
character of Allah, or the ineffable monistic spiritual cssence of
the universe, or the normative conception pf man, he does so not
as a scholar of religion but as a human be.mg like oghers who, on
the basis "of certain experiences or influences interpreted as
authoritative and revelatory, makes such judgements about contend-
ing truth claims regarding reality.

On the surface, this strikes us as a disarmingly simple a:nd
laudable division of labour. The academic scholar restricts him-
self to the description of phenomena; it falls to others to evalu§tc
the relation of these phenomena to the actual structure of reality
and pass a judgement of truth or falsehood upon them. That I re-

gard this as an unsatisfactory solution to the problem will become
evident below. :

It may be objected that I am naive in taking religious thougl}t
and actions literally as referring to a tmnsccndent.order. For, it
may be argued, it is evident now that many theological statements
are in fact my theological, which—when properly decoded—’—
are to be understood as anthropological aﬁirmat.ions about man’s
existential plight and deliverance. Religious Pehefs an-d practices
when properly interpreted disclose the devotee’s existential selthod
and ethical commitments, but say nothing of an order of being
transcending the present spatio-temporal one.

But this view does not abtrogate normative respoqsibility;
it only shifts it from the metaphysical to the al.ntl.uopologlcal and
ethical level. Instead of asking whether the religions are true as
expressions of a sacred realm, the question' is whct}fer the way of
life implied in the tradition corresponds with the given nature o}f
man and the highest values that man ought to pursue. Thoug
the focus is changed from a metaphysical to an.anthropologlcal and
ethical one, the normative question still remains.
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leged or implied in religious ‘traditions.
has not been short-circuited; it has been

anthropglogists, for example) regard themselves as functionin ure-
l}f desc_nptxvely, they have in fact moved into the normativgepacti-
vity of evalugting religious claims. It is obvious that I do not blame
tben} for this; in fact, I congratulate them on it, for some reli-
gionists, at least, ought consciously to embrace a c’onstructive role

in-the study of religion. All 1 require ; : v
. ‘ quire is that this
recognized for what it is. IIlOEVe’be,_m fact

I .

THE ACADEMIC EVASION OF THE NORMATIVE TASK
i. The Neutrality of the University .

the claims that are made

and animate those observable phenomena.

. This line of reasonin s n : : -
: ne of 1 g does not apply to other fiel e
search. For example, the physicist does not feel gut;g;ur?é rt;
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restrict himsclf 1o the scholqstic enumeration of views of the
physical universe from Heraclitus through Newton, Rutherford
to Einstein and beyond. Ipstead h<? may seek to fathom, as fgr
as ‘human capacitics permit, what is _the actual structure of the
universe  that underlies the tentative formglatlons that -have
emerged in the history of [?hy51cs as‘e?(planatlor}s of the causal
operation of the physical universe. Behgtous s.tudxes, on the other
hand, seem to content themselves with a restricted survey of what
various spokesmen, from traditional founder to contemporary ex-
positor, claim to be the inherent structure of total reality—in-
cluding alleged spiritual and sacred dimensions—without pressing
on to consider the objective trgth 9f these real.xty claims. The siata
of religion study arc mainly historical and social not cosmological.

There is a certain ironical paradox in that whereas the hard
natural scientist may (although not all do) without gmbartass-
ment declare his intention to discover the inherent physical struc-
ture of the universe, there is a tendency on the part of the reli-
gionist to restrict his enquiry to what men have saic% is the case
about the universe, and to judge out of court enquiry into the
truth about the nature of man, the world and God. The symbols
arc amply catalogued, the referent of the symbols ishxgnored. Ad-
mittedly, it may be easier in the long run to ascertain the nature
of the physical world than it is to detcrmine the inmost nature of
man and the character of ultimate reality, But the increased dif-
ficulties of the task ought not to be constructed as a warrant for

abandoning it altogether.

ii.  Plurality of Truth Norms

A sccond major difficulty that stands in the way of the reli-
gionist’s assumption of the normative role is the apparent insuper-
ability of the task. It soon becomes evident that decisions con-
cerning - the truth of religious claims about ultimate reality and
human destiny entail certain - subjective faith positions. These
claims derive not (or not principally) from public data, neutral
criteria and universally acceptable rational inferences. Rather such
judgements are the result of commitment to certain events or ex-
periences interpreted as revelatory and authoritative. - :

The matter is complicated by the fact that there is a plura-
lity of revclations and, accordingly, (or so it appears) diverse and
competing claims about the nature of the world. On the one hand,
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for example, reality is personal, and possesses attributes;

other hand, reality js impersonal and ineffable, On the one hand,
the universe is fundamentally disposed towards mankind; on the
other, the universe js detached and unconcerned, or explicitly hos-

tile. On the one hand, God is stern legislator and wrathfyl judge,
on the other, he j i i i

on the

tion in no way affects the force of the argu

The quest for neutral and  objective criteria for revela-
tion (usually this means rational and hence universal) which would
enable the assessment of contending truth claims has either been
ignored, regarded as sacrilegious, rejected as logically contradic-
tory, or else simply abandoned as humanly unfulfillable, In the
face of such difficulty, it seems to some the advocacy of wisdom
(and perhaps of vengeance) to abandon the normative task to
other institutions, perhaps explicitly religious ones, or else to con-

cede the human impossibility of arriving at something approach-
Ing universal recognition of religious truth.

ment.

Owing to the multiplicity of competing revelational claims,
and the absence of neutral criteria, objectivity in the realm of
first-order  statements about the intrinsic nature of the world
seems unobtainable. The  scholar must, accordingly, restrict his
investigations to an area where objectivity in the sense of that
which is, in principle, universally observable is possible, that is,
to second-order statements. He must limit his enquiries to what
the various religious traditions say and do, regardless of whether
these have any inherent connection with the universe. Unable to
speak both normatively and objectively about the truth of religi-
ous beliefs and practices, he abandons truth claims and occupies
the ground where he judges objective, descriptive statements to
be possible, that is, historical human expressions, disregarding the
question whether these truly commensurate with the world as it is.

r
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" THE ACADEMY’S ASSUMPTION OF THE
" NORMATIVE. OR EVALUATIVE TASK

i, Challenge to the Academy

We have noted the inclination of some s§hplats t<; :}T::se
he normative question of truth an'd' value in rehg;:m ;?,er re:
tC::rr:'lin reservations about this division of labour, how ) P
sent themselves.

Who is it that will assume responsibility for the e\t/)alu:ttlﬁ:'
task? If not the scholar who pfcsumably .knows I}I:OSth:v:umani.
tual content of individual religious tradlt'xons as :_h ey ve mani
‘;Zsted themselves throughout hli)story thhdaglat ihlriscis i rolz
t may be suggeste |
change, then who? I. . th a role
:ggropria%e’to the professional guar:lhans of ril:igl;zssq;rjadgmditq
‘ i astor is and sages, s q andits.
ests and pastors, rabbis ang . : -
'tIl!]lSesgnpérsons who have an explicitly con'lml:itie? relat\;c;rtlghgiher
their religious tradition are the onel: whosi;:) ¢ gfotg}?e Jith other
imi eflect upon the que
similarly placed must ' h
the ultifnatc, and arrive at conclusions on the matte

But there are certain pracu(‘:al ,ob]ectlons;i to ;h;iéd:gtsxg:c eo;
B o oty my 15 andecsand. she detaled
o eqmgpjgvcl:lrl)pame;: oof atrh)e,ir O\Zm tradition, 1.et alon.e that OE
othere. gﬂ dly, with a few exceptions we see little evidencii:
Oll}erS: CCOfﬂ ys’mincd inter-confessional dialogue actual y ta f
e k‘md‘ (211 sud ‘cs it not make sense that the .schola.r wl}OSfedp i
place, e }Es-given him access. to the dgta&led _h‘xst(lino;:;\1 aan
V?egegut:ggin%f (traditions should also participate an t\ty :cn \i}r:\c n
gucaslt for the truth of this data, i.e., the connection

forms and the actual character of reality?

Though there can be no doubt that the deszrlﬁ;céc}),nhzl\li ‘;g
derstanding of the discrete rehgl.ous tradlthHZi?ion of any other
peared and developed in history, is thelj) reconbe regarded as the
enquiry into religious data, this should not be reg their study
only task of the scholar of religion. At some poxln . the con-
some scholars of religion must dc.:votc themselves to scss the
structive or theological msk,‘&h:\t is, to thoi. c([orii t\?ah(:: o exin.
truth of religion as an expression of the reality an ’
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tence. The study of religion is the study, in the last analysis, of
what men in different times and places have discovered to be
significant and worthy. Descriptive activities throw one into
contact with man’s explorations of reality, truth and value, and
of ways of life commensurate with these. The challenge to reli-
gionists is to have the courage to move from description of what
men have thought and said to be the nature of man’s life and the
cosmos, to the constructive task of winnowing the whole harvest
of man’s religious exploration in the hope of discarding the false,
or less adequate, in favour of that which, at least for our time,
conveys the nature of man, the world, and the good life that
issues from such understanding of reality.2

It should be noted, further, that the constructive normative

- role of the academic study of religion has already been assumed
by our students. In fact, one may assert that the true motiva-
tion for many studying in the Departments of Religion is a
spiritual intention to discover truth and live it. The Department
of Religion is seen as offering a non-coercive milicu where various
traditions may be studied in relative tranquillity and individua-

lity in order to arrive at a personal and perhaps eclectic grasp
of the truth of reality.

What our students are already doing implicitly, should be

done explicitly, comprehensively, and critically by scholars of
religion. '

ii. Dialogue as the Context for Truth

We noted earlier that reluctance to engage in the normative
labours of discovering and formulating the ultimate nature of

2. The prospectus of a new journal in the study of religion published in
Austvalia, Religious Traditions provides a welcome confirmation of my
thesis about normative goals:

“The title is indicative of a certain stress—the desite of the alitors 10 pro-
vide a venue for a wider understanding of Religious knowledge of, that
iz, the ‘“‘truth”’ orv *‘wisdom”’ Religions  scek to convev....OQur  hope is.
whilst sacrificing nothing of substance in - scholarship. nonetheless to pro-
duee, indecd, promote something more—writings which, in being  read.
cllectively stinulate insight.., We are concerned, in other words, not ncrely
with knowledge of religion. but as much with religious knowledge.*”
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man and reality derive from (1) the failure to discover pub}iFly
cocrcive empirical evidence and criteria and (2)  the competitive
claims for revelation.

But though rcason operating on public data is not able to pro-
vide universally incontestable conclusions about ultimate
reality and value, and  though there may not })c any immegli-
ately obvious universal religious experience which ‘could‘ be in-
terpreted as underlying all particular historical manifestations of
religion, there is, nevertheless, a way that must be at lea§t
attempted in the struggle to arrive at ultimate cosmic truth.' This
is the way of candid and carnest colloquy among men of diverse
faiths. Carried out in sincere empathy and human sensitivity, such
colloquy may allow the existential meaning of traditions other
than one’s own and their revelational quality to be perceived and
appreciated. 1t is a reasonable hope that through this mutual self-
disclosure, fecundation, and exploration would emerge a common
pressure on the mind that would convince the participants of the
truth of certain perceptions and understandings of the sort of
altimate and sacred realities with which religious traditions are
concerned.3

I stress that this normative study is catried out in an attitude
of hope. This methodological hope is in no way intended to mini-
mize the historical patticularity of diverse religions, nor does it
discredit the hard and weary labours of those who sought by
philology, archacology, and field-work to amass concrete informa-
tion about the various historical traditions. It is instead to adopt
an intellectual framework of sensitivity and expectancy which
will facilitate the discernment of the personal meanings of a’tradi--
tion, the meanings that are held and lived by those who participate -
in those traditions, and which afford them insight into the nature
of reality. This does not at all preclude the possibility that this
hope may be doomed to frustration; but it does permit the

8 heoshould be siresed that the

programme  visualized here is not.a new
nmatural theology or yational

philosophical theology. My own assumptions,
asaevealed inomy disclaimer of publicly coercive empirical evidenee or uni-
versally incontestable vational inferences,  point in a different existential
or fideistic direction—though, in the spirvit  demanded by the colloquy,
it discursive possibility shoutd be left open. It is my hope that truth
which cannot be reached conclusively by, logical argument may, neverthe-
less, he grasped in human encounter and shared exploration. This js what
is implicd in my recourse 1o F.R. Tennant’s phrase “‘pressure on the mind."”
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assumption of an intellectual perspective cnabling the discern.
ment of such meanings and their implicit reality and value claims,




