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Abstract
This is a general historical overview of Philosophy of Religion as
an  academic  field  of  study.  Critical,  analytical,  historical  and
descriptive  method  is  adopted  in  the  study.  The  purpose  of  the
paper  is  to  understand  the  historical  underpinning  and  or
development of what is today known and referred to as Philosophy
of Religion with regards to Western, African, Asian and Islamic
Philosophy particularly as they relates  to  the academic study of
Religions.  The study reveals  that  whereas creative  thinking was
directed at matters that have to do with religion, the Divine, the
Purpose of Life and Life After Death from the very beginning of
human existence, it was however, only around the 18th century that
the philosophical studies of religion, religious beliefs and practices
was designated, known and referred to as Philosophy of Religion.
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Introduction
The  concept  Philosophy  of  Religion is  a  recent  coinage  in

philosophical vocabulary. It  dates only from the end of the 18 th century.
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Philosophy  of  Religion as  an  academic  discipline  of  the  philosophical
enterprise dates back to about the same period. Nevertheless, it becomes
difficult to agree with those who would locate the absolute origin of the
reality that is now designated as  Philosophy of Religion only at the time of
the Enlightenment, that is, from the middle of the seventeenth century to
the end of the Enlightenment.1 For, if it is plausible to define Philosophy of
Religion as  a  "philosophical  thinking about  Reiigion2 then  the reality  so
designated has to be as old as philosophy itself or even man himself.3

Religion  has  been  of  constant  interest  to  philosophers,  and  they
have written and made pronouncement extensively on it. This will be seen
as  this  article  progresses.  It  must  be  admitted  that  the  age  of  the
Enlightenment gave an unprecedented impetus to the philosophical study
of religion, at least in its Judeo-Christian expression and that of Muslim
tradition  that  preceded  it  and  popularize  it  in  Western  Europe  via
Andalusia (Spain).4 This, in turn, precipitated the emergence of Philosophy
of Religion as a distinct branch of philosophy at a relatively late age, as has
already been stated. It must also be stated that what comes to be known
today as Islamic Philosophy, an aspect of Philosophy of Religion, started long
before the time of Enlightenment.5 One could attempt a reconciliation of
the divergent views so far reported about the beginning of Philosophy of
Religion by labeling what went before the age of Enlightenment before the
discipline  attained  its  autonomy  as  Philosophy  of  Religion,  that  is,  the
comments,  discourses,  treatise of philosophers on the subject  of religion
within the framework of wider and older components of the philosophical
enterprise, such as Metaphysics, Epistemology, Philosophical Psychology,
and the likes; or indeed even within the framework of Theology. All these
could,  in  turn,  be  categorized  under  the  heading  of  the  pre-history  of
Philosophy of Religion.

There would thus be preserved both the view that the reality now
designated as Philosophy of Religion is as old as philosophy itself, and the
view that  Philosophy of  Religion as a  distinct  member of  the family of
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philosophical disciplines dates only from the age of Enlightenment.
 The Pre- History of Philosophy of Religion

(1) The East
Perhaps the oldest available treatment of Religion in a manner that might
be described as philosophical was in the Hindu Upanishads around the
18th Century  B.C.  in  India.  The  word  Upanishads  literally  means  “sit
devotedly near”, that is, sit down attentively near a guru (a teacher) and
learn from him.5Not quite long after this, China witnessed the appearance
of philosophical teachings and writings about religion in the doctrines of
Taoism and Confucianism. Both of these systems sought to teach men the
way (Tao) to the ultimate unity of all reality.6The Pali canon of Buddhism,
which  dates  back  to  the  1st Century  B.C.  and  contains  the  essential
teachings  of  the  Buddha,  is  another  ancient  document  bearing  on  a
philosophical treatment of Religion.

(2) The West
Almost  all  the  philosophical  currents  of  ancient  Greece  were

involved in some form of controversy or another about Religion. It should
suffice for the purpose here to just mention the views of Plato and Aristotle,
two  of  the  best  known representatives  of  ancient  Greek  philosophy.  In
Plato's  philosophy,  there  was  the  concept  of  'the  Good'  as  the  ultimate
supreme reality, a transcendent source from which everything derives and
in which all perfection is finally resolved and removed. That concept of 'the
Good'  was  as  close  as  Plato  got  the  idea  of  god,  which  one  finds  in
subsequent theism. However, Plato did not go quite as far as to identify it
with a personal God. Aristotle propounded an argument for the existence
of an ‘Unmoved Mover’, the source from which all motion (change coming
into being and passing out of being) in the world derives. This paved the
way for  the  famous causal  arguments  for  the  existence  of  God in  later
philosophical  discussions  about  Religion.  However,  Aristotle's  God  (i.e.
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Unmoved Mover) was a curious God. It would appear that after setting the
processes of the world in motion, he exhausted his interest in the world. He
became detached from the events going on in it. It would have been a sign
of inferiority for him to be any further involved in events and processes that
were less perfect than his own nature. Consequently, he is absorbed only in
contemplation of his own perfection.

3. The middle Ages
In the middle ages, one encounters the philosophical rejections of

Augustine of Hippo on Religion. He was preoccupied with the way man, a
finite being, could come to know an infinite Being (God). He found his clue
to a solution of that problem in rejection on what we find our souls to be
like. By starting from an understanding of the nature of human soul, it was
possible, in his view, to arrive at some knowledge, though imperfect of the
infinite Being. Anselm of Canterbury sought to provide a rational defense
of  the  Christian  faith,  especially  in  the  existence  of  God.  He based  his
defense on the famous ontological argument proceeding from an analysis
of  the  concept  of  God  a  necessary-  as  he  saw  it,  an  admission  of  his
existence.

The  Muslim  philosophers  of  the  middle  ages,  particularly  Al-
Ghazali and Ibn-Rushd (Averroes) were concerned about the question of
reason and revelation in their own faith. Questions were raised with regard
to issues such as Divine Unity, Divine Justice vis a vis the concept of Qadar
(Destiny and Freedom of Will), Createdness and Uncreatedness of the Qur’an,
Beatific Vision, and other eschatological matters among others. They were
able  to  synthesize,  analyze  and  synchronize  based  on  their  religious
experience the works of the early Greek Philosophers and were responsible
for making available for philosophical scrutiny, translation, synthesis and
applicability or otherwise of the works of ancient Greek thinkers, notably,
Aristotle and Plato, which had gone practically all lost. Thomas Aquinas
was  concerned  with  synthesizing  religious  claims  with  established
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philosophical principles, again notably those of Aristotle. This gave rise to
one of the main forms of natural theology. In this natural theology, Aquinas
covered two things, first an attempt to establish the existence of God by
rational argument in the famous "Five Ways (Quinquo Viae); secondly, an
attempt  to  throw  light  on  the  nature  of  God  through  the  doctrine  of
analogy.

William of Ockham was an opponent of natural theology. His main
objection lay with the claim of natural reason to discover anything about
the inscrutable will of God or reduce the mystery of transcendent being. He
did not think that that claim is justified. 

(4). African Philosophy
African  Philosophy  is  as  old  as  Africa  and  African  themselves,

however,  there  was  no  mention  of  African  Philosophy  until  in  the  20 th

century when attempt were made by some African scholars to establish the
fact that African Philosophy actually exists as this could be discern from
their worldview, sayings, religions, rituals, divinities, to mention a few and
that the fact that it was not documented is not a plausible reason to discard
it  outright.  Prominent  among  African  academic  philosopher  are  Late
Moses  Akin  Makinde,  a  retired  Professor  of  African  Philosophy  from
Obafemi Awolowo University, Ile-Ife, Nigeria and former Vice Chancellor
of  Backok  University,  Ilisan  Remo,  Ogun  State,  Nigeria,  Late  Professor
Campbell  Shittu Momoh, former Dean of Arts and Professor of African
Philosophy,  University  of  Lagos,  Nigeria  as  well  Late  Professor  Sophie
Oluwole of University of Lagos.        
1 Philosophy of Religion

With  Rene  Descartes  and  the  dawn  of  modern  philosophy,  it  is
possible to say that we have entered the realm of Philosophy of Religion,
properly so called. Like Anselm before him, Descartes too was interested in
proving God's existence by the ontological argument. His definition of the
concept of God was that of the most perfect being conceivable if God did
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not exist,  he would be lacking in one perfection, namely existence.  That
would be contradiction of his status as the most perfect Being conceivable7

so Descartes reasoned.
David  Hume  was  an  inveterate  skeptic  where  God,  the  soul,

immortality, miracles and all properly religious notions are concerned. He
did  not  believe  in  them,  and  advanced  arguments  in  support  of  his
skepticism. His view of religion was that it had a naturalistic beginning
with the personification of natural objects. Only at a much later age and a
more sophisticated stage of development did mankind arrive at unification
of some of its primeval religious notions with belief in one God.

Immanuel  Kant  denied  the  possibility  of  critical  (i.e.  rational)
knowledge of things in themselves (i.e. noumena), and with it, the claims of
metaphysics to achieve such knowledge. That being the case, knowledge of
God was beyond the competence of 'pure reason’.8That notwithstanding,
there were still  possible  certain  grounds for 'faith',  to  supplement  what
could strictly be known. Those grounds were to be found in the operation
of  the  'practical  reason',  that  is  man's  awareness  of  certain  moral
obligations, whose existence in his consciousness can only be predicated,
like the existence of God, the immortality of the soul, and so on.

Contemporary  philosophy  especially  in  Anglo-Saxon  world  is
largely empiricist and linguistic. Its attitude to religion is either negative
intent  or  rejecting  religion  on  account  of  its  metaphysical  claims  or  on
account of its improper and illogical usage of language: or positive seeking
to  save  religious  belief  by  re-interpreting  its  main  features  in  terms  of
present experience, morality, and the like. This latter trend has resulted in
considerable  attenuations  of  religious  faith  to  varying  degrees  of
acceptability.
The Emergence of Philosophy of Religion
It has been the view of this article so far that Philosophy of Religion must
be understood to be as old as philosophy itself. However, Philosophy of
Religion as a distinct branch of philosophy should better be understood to
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have begun with the age of the Enlightenment.  Certain factors favoured
this  latter  development.  The  factors  were  theological,  historical,
philosophical,  scientific,  and  socio-political  in  nature.  The  reasons  are
discussed in what follows hereunder: 
(i) Theological Factor: The historico-critical study of the Bible laid bare the
gap that existed between the (mythological) Biblical) world - picture and
the modern (scientific) world-view. It became obvious that the three-storey
picture  of  the  universe,  with  heaven  above,  earth  beneath  it,  and  hell
below the earth and the geocentric conception of the world were wrong.
The notion of a world that was created in six days, that of a flood that
covered the entire surface of the earth, and that of a sun that would stop in
its tracks at Joshua’s order, and many other such notions were clearly seen
to  be  at  variance  with  scientific  discoveries  and  therefore  no  longer
tenable.

(ii)  Philosophical Factors: Hume’s and Kant's criticism and debunking of
metaphysics  brought  into  serious  question  and  doubt  that  kind  of
philosophy which presumed to have propounded and justified religious
doctrines in ways that were valid for all times. The philosophy in question
was that of skepticism which gave highest premium to metaphysics among
the various philosophical disciplines.  However, Hume and Kant, each in
his own way, had shown that the claim of metaphysics to knowledge of
reality beyond the realm of experience lacked merit. A great majority of
modern  philosophers  went  readily  along  with  that  view,  it  was  only
natural, then, that religious doctrines which were couched in metaphysical
categories would be subjected to hard philosophical scrutiny.

3.  Scientific Factor:  The exact  sciences had recorded impressive success.
This led to the scientific explanation of the world gaining upper hand over
the  earlier  religious  explanations  as  conceived  by  the  church.  Modern
astronomy blazed the trail; thanks to the pioneering efforts of the Muslim
Philosophers, Copernicus, Kepler and Galileo. The heliocentric world-view
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of the “Copernican revolution” quite definitely supplanted and subverted
the earlier  geocentric  Ptolemaic  world-view.  Advances  in  other  sciences,
like physics,  biology,  geology, and so on,  carried the assault  on religion
farther still.

4.  Socio-Political Factor:  National consciousness in the States of Europe
had begun to erode the erstwhile role of the church as the guarantor of
freedom  and  hell.  The  States  had  now  taken  on  the  role  themselves.
Furthermore, the old political institution with which the church had too
readily identified for example, Monarchy, with attendant ‘divine right of
kings’ had been altered or indeed even completely swept aside, as in France
during the French revolution. The emergent political institutions were apt
to question the relevance of the church and sometimes, even religion itself
to their interests. Hence, the clamour for freedom of thought and agitation
for secularism as a state policy took the centre stage and thus the church or
rather religion as a prime decider of public interest and policy gave way to
a free thought at individual and public level. 

The Subject-Matter and Aim of Philosophy of Religion
Philosophy of Religion is interested to subject religious beliefs, rites, moral
attitudes,  and  modes  of  experience  to  rational  criticism with  a  view to
establishing their justifiability and values. However, since beliefs invariably
determine rites, moral attitudes and modes of experience, philosophers of
religion have largely focused their attention on beliefs that is the doctrinal
content of religion. They have sought to establish what might be called the
metaphysical background of the doctrinal system of particular religions:
their  world-views,  their  views of  the ultimate  source  and nature of  the
universe, their views of the nature of man and man's place in the universe;
the end to which man is or should be tending, and so on. Philosophy of
Religion concentrates on those factors, which are deemed to cut across the
boundaries of various religious systems, rather than on others which are
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peculiar to individual religions. It does not concern itself with the Christian
doctrine  of  Sacraments  or  the  Islamic  beliefs  in  value  of  pilgrimage  to
Mecca.  Philosophy of Religion also investigates the relationship between
religion and other segments of human culture, such as science, arts and
literature, including language.

The Main Thrust of Philosophy of Religion
The main interest in the history of Philosophy of Religion is divided into 
four, depending on the attitude of a philosopher. Consequently, Philosophy
of Religion has taken three forms historically:
(1) The first interest is negative in character. Its intent is on criticism and
rejection of  religion for  the sake of  the total  emancipation of  man and
society.
(a) One strand which sees the Judeo-Christian tradition as portraying a
false  and alienated  notion  of  nature  inside  and outside  man has  been
represented  by  Rousseau,  Helvetius,  Feuerbach,  Nietzehe,  and  Freud,
among others. It has both a romantic and a skeptical form. The romantic
form, represented by Rousseau and Feuerbach, seeks to restore the notion
of a sound non- alienated natural life of man. It would sacrifice religion so
that man can become his natural self again, freed of the inhibitions and
restrictions that religion has unfairly and quite unnaturally placed on him.
The  skeptical  form on the other  hand is  represented by Nietzsche and
Freud, its hope is that religious intrusions and taboos would one day be
removed,  and  men would be  able  to  contain  the  conflict  of  anarchical
drives that are raging within him by recourse to science and reason, rather
than to religion.

Both of the above forms of criticism and rejection of religion hope
that enlightenment about the cause of religious alienation will bring about
the needed change in human consciousness. This is because they attributed
the  false  religious  consciousness  to  a  lack  of  knowledge  and  deficient
mastery of nature, as well as lack of insight into the unconsciousness drives
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in man.
(b) A second strand of the radical criticism and rejection of religion is put
forward in the name of society. Some of the representatives of this stand in
history were Condorcet, Comte and Marx. They accused religion of either
justifying inhumane and unjust social and political condition or trying to
render them more tolerable by holding up an illusory promise of another
and better world, where the undeserved sufferings of this present world
would become things of a forgotten past. In that way, religion has become a
stumbling block in the way of efforts to have equitable social and political
arrangements in human societies.

This first interest goes a little too far, in that it does not see any good
in religion. In its view, religion has been nothing less than a potent force for
evil  to  man  and society  all  through history.  That  is  quite  definitely  an
extremist view. While it is true that religion has often been employed in the
service  of  the  negative  influences  that  have  been  criticized,  it  must  be
admitted that some good has accrued to man and society from religion.
The absence of religion too, is not a guarantee that our societies shall be
devoid of those negative tendencies. However, this is hardly the place to
launch  into  a  catalogue  of  the  positive  achievements  of  religion  in  the
course of human history.
(2)  The  second  interest  has  a  positive  and  apologetic  character.  It
recognizes that the world is in a process of emancipating itself, and seeks to
defend the place or relevance of religion in such a world. It sets out to offer
an apologia for religion in the name either of a given natural theology, a
transcendental  philosophy,  or  an existentialist  or  personalist  philosophy.
The natural theology in question here was elaborated by the Deists of the
17th and 18th centuries. It was based on the ability of man's rational nature
to make appropriate judgments that would be perennially valid about the
nature  of  God,  man and the  world.  This  would then  confer  on human
reason  the  ability  to  give  a  justification  for  religion  that  should  be
acceptable to all right-thinking persons.
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The problem with this interest, in Philosophy of Religion is that, it is
overly optimistic about the capabilities of human reason and about religion
itself.  It  fails  to  admit  that  there  might  well  be  aspects  of  religion  that
reason cannot justify, either because it is not sufficiently equipped to probe
them or because there are simply no justification possible for them, since
they are decidedly negative.
(3)  The third interest is neutral. It sees the world as already completely
emancipated. There is thus no need to either criticize or defend religion in
the  interest  of  the  world’s  emancipation.  All  that  needs  to  be  done  is
merely  to  investigate  religion  empirically,  to  describe  and  compare  its
phenomena,  without passing any value judgments on it.  Philosophy of
Religion would thus be dealing merely with the empirical registration and
analysis of religious notions (beliefs) and facts (institutions, practices, etc.).

Philosophy of Religion in this form gained prominence in Western
Europe and the United States of America at the end of 19 th century. It has
taken  the  various  forms  of  historical,  sociological,  psychological,
phenomenological,  linguistics  analytic  studies  of  religion.  Among  its
principal  exponents  are  namely:  Max  Weber,  Troetsch,  Levy-Bruhl  and
William James.  The  major  flaw  in  this  manner  of  doing  Philosophy  of
Religion lies precisely in the avowed neutrality, its reluctance to pass any
value judgments on religion or any of its aspects; it is this that precisely
denies it the claim to being a philosophical inquiry into religion. It is of the
nature of any philosophical inquiry that it does not shy away from value
judgments  where  any  are  to  be  made.  This  is  so  because,  the  kind  of
inquiry into religion that is being considered fails to do that, it must be
tagged an empirical study of religion, but not a philosophical study of or
Philosophy of Religion.
(4)  The fourth interest is that which was described earlier on, under the
heading of “the subject-matter and aim of Philosophy of Religion.”
Approaches to Philosophy of Religion

The  history  of  the  approaches  of  Philosophy  of  Religion  has
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witnessed  different  approaches  to  the  subject.  These  approaches  have
nearly  always been determined by the philosophical  position.  Here is  a
representative sample of the approach.
(1)  Philosophers  who  were  primarily  speculative  metaphysicians,  like
Plato,  Aristotle,  Aquinas,  Leibniz,  Hegel,  and  Whitehead,  have  taken
seriously the task of constructing metaphysical arguments for or against
the existence of God and the validity of key religious notion such as the
soul, immortality, and so on.
(2)   By  contrast,  non-metaphysical  philosophers  like  Hume,  Kant,  and
Dewey,  have  either  criticized  such  metaphysical  arguments  or  ignored
them altogether.
(3)  Philosophers  who view the task of  Philosophy as  mainly analytical
have  sought  to  clarify  (i.e.  analyze)  religious  concepts  in  order  to
determine their logical contents and their precise functions.

(4) Naturalist philosophers who reject all super-naturalism in reality, have
endeavoured to revise religious belief and practice in ways that would be
acceptable within their own naturalistic framework that is devoid of every
vestige of supernaturalism. Within their varying approaches, philosophers
have pronounced judgments on religion that have been either affirmative
or negative.
(i) Among the affirmative judgments one may distinguish the following:
(a)  Some philosophers have sought to present arguments in support  of
specific  religious  beliefs  (the  existence  of  God,  the  soul,  immortality,
revelation,  miracles  etc);  namely by resting those beliefs  on some non-
religious premises.
(b) Another group of philosophers have regarded religious beliefs as self-
justifying, not requiring any support from the outside. The justification for
religion,  that  is  internal  to  religion  itself,  is  to  be  found  in  religious
experience,  that  is,  direct  experience  of  the  presence  of  God.  William
James and Henri Bergson have been key representatives of this position.
(c) Yet another group has regarded religious faith as different from other
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modes of knowledge in such a way that it does not require any support of
any kind, not even from within itself, not even from religious experience.
Soren  Kierkegaard,  Emile  Bruner,  and  Paul  Tillich  have  been
representatives of this tendency.
(2) The negative judgments on religion can be classified as follows:

             (a)  There have been philosophers, such as Helbach and Bertrand Russell,
who simply rejected religion out rightly and would have no comment on it,
not even of a water-down nature. 
(b) Others like George Santayana, Auguste Comte, John Dewey, who were
naturalists, have sought to substitute some sort of non-super naturalistic
religion in place of the existing religion, with its belief in a supernatural
realm of reality.

           Philosophy of Religion and other Disciplines
Philosophy  of  Religion  clearly  distinguishes  itself  from  other

disciplines that also treat religion as a subject-matter.
(1) It differs from theology mainly from the fact that it takes nothing for
granted,  including  religious  beliefs.  That  is  to  say  that,  it  knows  no
dogmas or divinely revealed truths, in the course of its inquiry, it takes the
liberty of calling anything to question.
(2) Philosophy of Religion is distinguishable from the various sciences of
religion (history, psychology, sociology, phenomenology of religion, etc.)
mainly by the fact that it addressed questions of value and justification,
with a view to arriving at judgments on the claim of religion. This is to say,
it is not content merely to analyze or describe religious beliefs, facts and
experiences as the said sciences are.

             
Conclusion

As could be seen from the onset, Philosophy of Religion so called, is
a  relative  newcomer  into  the  philosophical  vocabulary.  This  work  has
located the emergence of Philosophy of Religion, as a distinct discipline in
the Age of Enlightenment, from the middle of the 16th to the end of the 18th
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century. This work has endeavoured, nevertheless,  to trace the course of
development of the antecedent as well as that of Philosophy of Religion
and states the factors that were responsible for them.
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