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On the Plurality of Religious Pluralisms
Muhammad Legrhavsen

Abstract

There is an oweruhelming plurality of wrieties of pluralism. In this
paper tyes of pluralism are distinguished so that ue amn understand
what is meant by religious pluralism. E wen after religious pluralism is
distinguished from other sorts of pluralism, a wriety of positions could
be conssidered wersions of religious pluralism. Among the different sorts
of religious pluralism, we may distinguish redudtice from non-redudtive
wirieties. The proporents of redudite forms of religious pluralism
attempt to identify a conron element among different religions on the
basis of whidh the religions are suaessful in some spedfied umy, uhile
rorrredudive pluralists hold that God's guidance through the wrious
religions need not be confined to elements cmmon to them. Religious
pluralisms may also be divided betueen equality pluralisns and
degree pluralisis. Pluralisims nay be foaused on dodrines, pradices,
institutions, communities, or individual beliecers. Seven najor types of
religious pluralism are divided with reqard to the types of wilues that
are disputed: soteriologiarl, normmtice, epistenrologiail, alethic, ethiail,
deontologiaal, and hermetic

Keywords: religous pluralism, norrredudice religious pluralism,
soteriologiarl  pluralism,  normative  pluralism,  epistennologianl
pluralism, alethic  pluralism,  ethial  pluralism,  deontologiarl
pluralism, hermetic pluralism.

*. American Professor, Teaching and doing research at The Imam Khomeini High
Education and Research Institute, Qom, Iran. E-mail: legenhausen@ yahoo.com

International Journal of Hekmat / Vol.1/Autumn 2009/ 5-42



Muhammad Legenhausen 7

I. Introduction

There is an overwhelming plurality of varieties of pluralism. In
what follows, I will attempt to distinguish among them so that
we can understand what is meant by rdigious pluralism. I will
argue that even after religious pluralism is distinguished from
other sorts of pluralism, a variety of positions could be
considered versions of religious pluralism. Among the different
sorts of religious pluralism, we may distinguish redudize from non-
redudite varieties. The proponents of reductive forms of religious
pluralism attempt to identify a common element among
different religions on the basis of which the religions are
successful in some specified way. According to non-reductive
religious pluralism, to the contrary, God guides whomever He
will! not only by virtue of features common to several religions,
but by their unique divine qualities, as well. More specifically,
while reductive pluralism is the position that what is good about
religions is what is common to a plurality of them, non-
reductive pluralism is the view that each of a number of religions
has unique features through which God may guide people, even
if there is no common essence to all religions.

II. History of Pluralism

The term plumlism was first used to signify a metaphysical
doctrine by Christian Wolff (1679-1754), and later popularized
by William James (1842-1910). A different but related sense of
pluralism is moml pluralism. While metaphysical pluralists hold
that there is an irreducible plurality of types of substance, truths,
or original principles, moral plumlists hold that there is an
irreducible plurality of independent moral values. The two sorts
of pluralism, metaphysical and moral, are eloquently linked in
the work of Isaiah Berlin (1909-1997). Berlin defended moral
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pluralism throughout his long career. Political theorists use the
term for systems in which a variety of ways of life are permitted
to coexist or are encouraged. Perhaps the best place to look for
a discussion of pluralism in this sense is in the more recent
writings of the late John Rawls (1921-2002), particularly in his
Politiail Liberalism? Rawls speaks of competing comprehensive
systems of thought and value (for example, various religious
systems, various theories of socialism, ethical humanism, etc.)
whose differences can be expected to persist in democratic
societies.i Rawls then attempts to show that reasonable people
who hold differing comprehensive views will develop an
overlapping consensus with regard to basic procedural principles
of justice as fairness. Finally, there is religious pluralism, or
rather, there are religious pluralisms, for the label has been used
for different and often confused claims. Some writers use the
term "religious pluralism’' for a theological view that allows
salvation for the adherents of different religions and concedes
some sort of validity to a plurality of religions. Many other
writers, however, use the term in a political sense, for a position
that advocates the acceptance of and respect for the followers of
different religions. All too often, the different uses of the term
are confused.?

I1I. Equality and Degree Pluralisms

We can give a rather abstract definition of religious pluralism
by saying that it is a doctrine according to which some sort of
favorable attribution is ascribed to a plurality of religions. This
definition has the advantage of making it crystal clear that we
can expect to find a wide variety of positions that could be
described by the term religious pluralism. The variety is so wide
that the claim that someone accepts religious pluralism in this
sense is almost trivial.
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To hold that some favorable attribution is properly ascribed to
a religion is to say that there is some value of which the religion
partakes. One could, for example, say that the regular practice of
some religion is good for one's psychological health. In this case
we could say that there is a value, psychological health, and that
the religion in question partakes of this value or has a salutary
effect in achieving this value.

Some formalism will help to add precision to the types of
pluralism and exclusivism discussed (and to scare away the
tainthearted). The main purpose of the logic is not to prove
specific theses about pluralism and exclusivism, but as an
instrument to help keep the varieties from being lumped
together; so, rules of inference and other niceties will not be
introduced. The formalism is that of a standard second order
logic with second order quantification limited to monadic
predicates. Quantifiers are restricted in the manner stipulated
with the introduction of different kinds of variables. Unbound
variables are used as constants.

The claim that a religion, 7, is subject to a favorable estimation
due to some value, V, will be abbreviated as V7. We may then
formulate a minimal religious pluralism (MRP) as follows:

MRP: 3r3r' (rt:+) &3 V(Vr& V1)

Here we let  with or without primes be used for religions and
V for values. The definition just says that there are at least two
religions that share some value. I am tempted to say that no one
would deny minimal religious pluralism, but since fanaticism is
not rational, caution is to be advised. We may, however, assert
that no one could reasonably deny minimal religious pluralism
(given the fairly obvious assumptions that there is more than
one religion, and that more than one is not completely devoid of
any value).

In order to go beyond minimal religious pluralism toward
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versions of pluralism about which there may be reasonable
differences of opinion, two parameters must be specified: (1) the
sort of value to be considered, and (2) the scope of the plurality
attached to this value. There are all sorts of positive status that
can be claimed for one or more religions. Religions are said to
contribute to mental health, to facilitate social arrangements, to
lead to salvation, to be true, to be ordained by God, to have a
long and rich tradition, and many other things.

If V* is some value that is considered particularly crucial to a
religion by its followers, we could formulate a minimal religious
pluralism with respect to that value as follows.

MRPV*: 3r 31" (rt:1r)) & (V*r & V*7))

This merely says that at least two religions have the favored
value. This, however, would be consistent with an ecumenism
that holds that salvation, for example, can be gained through
various evangelical churches, but not through the Catholic
Church, and not through Judaism, Islam, Hinduism or
Buddhism. Religious pluralism with regard to salvation is
normally understood to allow that all the major faith traditions
provide avenues to salvation.

RPV*: VrV*r

Some of the positive things said about religions make specific
reference to their adherents, while other attributions apply to the
doctrines, rituals or historical features of religions without
making any claims about their followers. For example, with
regard to adherents it has been claimed that some religions
provide a framework of beliefs and practices within which some
their followers have mystical experiences of various kinds. A
different sort of example is the claim that the adherents of
different religions are entitled to certain rights, e.g, rights of
worship. With regard to the content of religions it is said that
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some religions prescribe beautiful ceremonies, of some it is said
that their creeds are true, and of some that the rules they
prescribe are morally commendable.

An important way of stopping short of pluralism is to claim
that although each of several religions has some particular
positive status, they do not have the status equally, For example,
a Buddhist might hold that all the major religions of the world
provide means to obtain peace of mind, but that the means
provided by Buddhism is more efficient, or leads to a deeper
sense of peace of mind, or brings quicker or longer lasting peace
of mind. I don't know of a name that anyone has given for this
sort of position, although it has been held by many philosophers
and theologians. We might call it degree pluralism, but we should
keep in mind that many modem defenders (as well as
opponents) of religious pluralism would not call this a form of
pluralism at all. They define pluralism in terms of a strict equality
of status. Peter Byrne, for example defines religious pluralism as
a three part claim:

(1) All major religious traditions are equal in respect of making
common reference to a single transcendent, sacred reality.

(2) All major traditions are likewise equal in respect of offering
some means or other to human salvation.

(3) All major traditions are equal in their inability to provide a
norm for interpreting the others, and offer limited, revisable
accounts of the nature of the sacred.*

Byme's position might be described as a kind of equality
pluralism, as opposed to degree pluralism.

We might abbreviate the claim that religions rand ' are equal in
the degree to which they have the value V' as d(Vr)=d(Vr).
Minimal equality pluralism (MEP) could then be defined as
follows:

MEP: 3r 3¢’ (n=7") & 3 V([d(Vr)=d(V1'):;t.0).
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Byme's equality pluralism mentioned above 1s actually a form
of equality pluralism defined with reference to three specific
values, but with the religions being restricted to the "major
traditions”. So, Byrme's equality pluralism (BEP) stipulates that
for any rand r’, if each of them is a major tradition (MT), then
with respect to the values mentioned in his three clauses (Vi, @2,
V 3), both rand * will have all three values to the same positive
degree.

BEP: VrVr((MTr & MT7)—+d(Vir)=d(Vir):t:0 &
AV 20)=d(V2r)tO &
d(V 3r)=d(V 3r):t:0)

It would seem to be an unlikely coincidence if all the major
religions coincided on these three values, referring to a
transcendent reality, offering a way to salvation, and giving
norms and an account of the sacred. One could still be an
equality pluralist by holding that the average degree of the values
of all the major religions are the same. One might be better at
salvation, and another at norms, and another at describing the
sacred, but on average, the merits and deficiencies of each
average out to the exact same value. While this sort of view
would be more plausible than BEP, it still seems to require a
leap of faith. Why should we expect the average value of all the
major traditions to be exactly the same? It would be another
thing to say that an impartial observer subject to certain
restrictions or limited information might be incapable of
deciding which of competing traditions has greater average
value, but we will examine this epistemological version of
religious pluralism in greater detail below.

MEP is a not really a stronger claim than MRP, because for
any value V' we could define an absolute version of this value,
V", as follows:

V rif and only if d(V rO.
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A degree pluralism (DP) with respect to some value V' could
be defined by saying that there are a plurality of religions each of
which has the value V' in excess of degree n. (Here and in what
follows we can consider 7 to range over some class of religions,
such as Byrme's "maj or traditions”" with respect to which claims
of religious pluralism are debated.) We abbreviate the claim that
r has value V' exceeding degree 1: d(V rn.

DP: 3r3r' (n=7) & d(Vrn & d(Vr'»n.

Whether or not one admits to a degree pluralism with respect
to a given value for a variety of religions, one may hold that a
unique favored religion, 7*, has this value to a degree not
matched by any other religion. This could be considered a kind
of religious exdusitism. This sort of claim may be considered a
version of degree exclusivism (DE), the view that a favored
religion has superiority to all others with respect to the value V,
and it could be formulated as follows:

DE: dVrism & ~3nd(Vr~d(V*)).

This says that one's favored religion, r * exceeds some degree
of the value V under consideration, and that there is no religion
that exceeds or equals the degree to which r* possesses V' DE
and DP are compatible, that is, one could hold that there are a
variety of religions that exceed a standard degree of value,
although one religion has that value to a greater degree than any
other. This may be formulated as follows.

DE + DP: dVrsn & 3r (rtrf) & dVrn) &
~3Hd(V r~d(V 1)),

The favored religion exceeds the standard degree of value V;
another religion also exceeds this standard, but no religion has
V to an equal or greater degree than the favored religion.

A more substantive form of degree pluralism (SDP) that
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remains consistent with DE could be formulated by stipulating
that for some standard degree of value, 1, all the maj or religions
have the value (or values) in question to a degree surpassing .

SDP: Vr d(Vrmn.

Even if all the major religions meet the same value standards,
it could still be the case that one of them far outshines the
others. This would seem to characterize the view ofIbn 'Arabi
(1165-1240) who wrote:

All the revealed religions [shami] are lights. Among these
religions, the revealed religion of Muhammad is like the
light of the sun among the lights of the stars. When the
sun appears, the lights of the stars are hidden, and their
lights are included in the light of the sun. Their being
hidden is like the abrogation of the other revealed
religions: that takes place through Muhammad's revealed
religion. Nevertheless, they do in fact exist, just as the
existence of the light of the stars is actualized. This
explains why we have been required in our all-inclusive
religion to have faith in the truth of all the messengers
and all the revealed religions. They are not rendered null
(bati!) by abrogation - that is the opinion of the ignorant.”

Just as we defined an almost trivial version of religious
pluralism (MRP), we could also define a minimal version of
religious exclusivism (MRE), according to which there is at least
one value that the favored religion possesses uniquely.

MRE: :3 V(Vr* & Vr(Vr-H=r")).

This says that the favored religion has some value that no
other religion has (i.e., that for any religion, if it has this value,
then it is the favored one). Just as MRP and MEP are equivalent
(as long as we can define our values as we like), so too, minimal
religious exclusivism is equivalent to what might be called
minimal superiority exclusivism (MSE).
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MSE: :3 VVHr#*~dVr*>dVr).

Obviously, MRE implies MSE, because if r* has a value that
no other religion has, then it has that value to a degree greater
than that of any other religion. MSE implies MRE because if 7*
has a degree n of V' that is not matched or exceeded by any
other religion, we may define another value V' such that V' 7 if
and only if di/r>» and then V' will satisfy the definition of
MRE.

It is not plausible to deny MRE and MSE. Each religion that
has any value at all probably has its own unique values. Recall
that value is to be understood here as that in virtue of which any
positive attribution is made about a religion. One might hold
that a given religion is valuable because of the holy days or
ceremonies that are unique to that religion. In order to go
beyond such empty formalism, one must move beyond these
considerations to examine specific values and their merits.

As mentioned earlier, Byrne does not speak of the equality of
religions, but of religious traditions. The difference can be
crucial. For Muslims, religion, or din, is what God has revealed
to guide us to Him. Religious traditions, however, include all
sorts of things that humans have gathered in their attempts to
follow religion. One might be an equality pluralist about
religious traditions (with regard to some specific value) while
taking a more exclusivist view about religions; that is, one could
hold that God's guidance for man is to be found in a single
religion, but that the religious traditions of mankind fall so far
short of what God offers us that none of these manmade
traditions can be said to be any better than any of the others. On
the other hand, one could take the reverse sort of position and
hold that although God has revealed several distinct forms of
guidance for human beings, so that there are several true and
divinely revealed religions, the followers of all but one of these



16 On the Plurality of Religious Pluralisms

religions have gone astray by adding and subtracting to and from
divine guidance in their cumulative traditions, while there is one
religious tradition that has remained faithful to divine guidance
in a manner superior to the other major religious traditions. I do
not intend to defend either of these positions, but the difference
between them needs to be kept clear when we attempt to
evaluate religious pluralism.

Before we decide whether to be in favor of religious pluralism
or not, we have to determine exactly what value is being
attributed to what multiplicity of religions or religious traditions.
Although people have said some pretty silly things about
religion, no one would reasonably agree to absolute religious
pluralism (ARP), that is, no one has ever claimed that anything
good that can be said of any religion can be said of all of them,
with a few important exceptions. Some atheists contend that this
is vacuously true of all religions. Some religious believers define
rdigon and religous in such an exclusive manner that they
contend that there is only one religion and only one religious
tradition, and so would agree that whatever is good about one is
good about all religions, just because they think there are no
others. Other people with a much more embracive attitude
reach the same conclusion by holding that there is only one
religion, which includes all of what are commonly called
"religions" and only one religious tradition, which is the religious
heritage of all mankind. Most reasonable people, however, will
agree that various good things can be said about different
religions and about different religious traditions. They will differ
about what good things can and cannot be said about them.

Implausible absolute religious pluralism may be formulated as
follows:

(ARP): VVVVr(Vr~VT)
which is equivalent to:
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VVVVrdVn=dVr)).

Given the assumption that there are at least two religions,
MRE implies the denial of ARP. If ARP is true, all religions have
the same values, so, if any religions have any values, and there
are at least two religions, there will not be any value that is
possessed exclusively by just one religion. So ARP implies a
denial of MRE, given plausible assumptions.

One could also define an implausible absolute religious
exclusivism (ARE) that under plausible assumptions is
incompatible with minimal religious pluralism.

ARE: VIVV(Vr~r=r*) & :3V(Vr*)

This says that any religion that has any value will be the
favored religion, and that there is some value that the favored
religion does have. ARE implies that MRP is false, and since
MRP is plausible, ARE is implausible. The denial of ARE
implies MPR under the assumption that the favored religion
does have some value.

We might strengthen minimal religious pluralism to state not
merely that there are different religions with shared positive
characteristics or values, but that there are religions other than
the favored religion that share values with it. This is still pretty
uncontroversial.

BVt & Vr& VrF)
We arrive at a more robust version of pluralism (RRP) if we

are willing to allow that any value that the favored religion has is
shared with another religion.

RRP: VV(Vr*~:31rr#* & V1))
I don't think it is very likely that this version of religious
pluralism will be widely accepted, because believers generally
hold that their own traditions have some unique valuable
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features, even if they are pluralists. Prof. Byrne observes: "We
should be clear from the outset that pluralism is not as such
committed to saying that all major religions are equal in every
aspect of cognitive endeavour...,> Byme claims that what is
required by religious pluralism is the three part equality claim
mentioned above, while relative superiority in other respects
may be allowed. Other advocates of religious pluralism have
defined their versions of pluralism with regard to other features.
John Hick, for example, places considerably more emphasis than
Byrne on the moral function of religion, 7" while Fritjof Schuon
contends that the transcendental unity of religions is to be found
in their esoteric dimensions.8 All of them, however, seem to
favor a form of equality pluralism.

A more reasonable form of pluralism would be one based on
SDP, defined earlier to state merely that all the religions under
consideration exceed some standard with respect to some
selection of values.

IV. Pluralisms Divided by Seven Types of Value

Often, when religious pluralism is discussed, the value
attributed to a variety of religions is left somewhat vague. Worse
than this is equivocation that begins by pointing out some
common feature among religions and concludes with the claim
that the religions are all the same in relation to some other
feature. In order to avoid this sort of fallacy, at least the
following seven sorts of pluralism should be distinguished.
Other dimensions of religious pluralism could also be defined,
but the following seem more pertinent to contemporary
discussions of religious pluralism.

1. Soteriological religious pluralism (SRP) is defined in
terms of salvation.

According to an equality soteriological pluralism, a plurality of
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religions are equally effective in guiding people to salvation. A
degree pluralist in this regard would hold that people may be
guided to salvation through a plurality of religions, although
some ways will be more effective than others, either by
providing guidance that is easier to follow, or that leads to a
higher degree of salvation, or that is more suitable to guide a
greater number of people, or by some other criterion could be
judged superior in bringing people to salvation.

SRP may be defined as a version of DP (DPSRP) simply by
letting V' stand for the value of leading to salvation. DPSRP
states that there is some standard degree of guidance to salvation
that at least two different religions surpass. A stronger form of
SRP would result from its combination with SDP to state that
all the major religions pass a certain standard in the ability to
guide people to salvation. This would be consistent with a
moderate exclusivism, to the extent that might claim that one's
own religion is more effective at leading to salvation than others.

A word of caution is required here with regard to aims and
goals. Not all of the major religious traditions aim at what
Christians call "salvation”". One might find analogues in other
religions to salvation, such as nirvana, but it would be a grave
mistake to put them on a par. A Buddhist might agree that
Christianity, by its own lights, provides a better vehicle to
salvation than Buddhism provides its adherents to nirvana. But
the Buddhist might argue that nirvana is a much more lofty goal
than mere salvation. So, if the soteriological value in terms of
which religions are compared is taken to be the ultimate goal of
the religion, whatever that may be, the fact that one religion
claims to provide an easy way to its goal does not show that this
religion is superior to one that aims at a more difficult goal with
a lower success rate.

In Christian discussions of religious pluralism, it often seems



20 On the Plurality of Religious Pluralisms

that it is assumed that other religions aim at something
analogous to salvation, and pluralists claim that all the major
traditions are about equal in terms of effectiveness in guiding
their followers to their respective goals. This is a bizarre claim,
since none of the religions recognize the goals of all the others.
This sort of soteriological pluralism would then seem to require
commitment to beliefs that are rejected by all the major
traditions.

When Peter Byrne defines religious pluralism as including the
clause, "All major traditions are likewise equal in respect of
offering some means or other to human salvation." room is left
open for inequalities in what is achieved in the afterlife. If being
saved means escaping the fire of hell, there are still traditionally
seven heavens, or various level of divine reward for which one
may hope. Would Byrne suggest that a soteriological pluralism is
true only for the bare minimum of salvation, or might the holy
men and women of different faiths find themselves enjoying
first class lodgings in the afterlife? This way of putting the
problem is rather crude, but there is a serious point here.
Aristotle speaks of the goal of man as a happy life, and
Christianity and Islam have used the termfdiaty (sa ‘adati for
ultimate success. Sometimes Christians have used the term
beatific usion for the highest goal to be attained by the saint, and
Muslims speak of a divine encounter (lign Allah). Both
Christianity and Islam claim to offer a program of living through
which the believer is sandified or purified (tazkiyph al-mfs), and
while it is possible that what the Muslim achieves through this
program might be considered sanctification by the Christian,
each program has its own unique features and emphases. The
question is not merely one of being kept out of sacred precincts
because one does not have the right sort of membership card,
but that the ways of life prescribed by the different religions
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yield different sorts of spiritual results.

However, we could also look at the question of pluralism with
respect to a specific goal defined within a particular tradition.
Often pluralists take heaven to be the goal, and ask whether
God is going to allow Buddhists in. Pluralists claim that God is
very liberal and will allow Buddhists to reach the Christian goal
of felicity. Equality pluralists will then have to make the
incredible claim that Buddhism provides an equally effective
means for guiding its followers to a goal that they do not seek as
Christianity provides for its followers to a goal that they do seek.
Very seldom is this question posed with respect to the
perspective of a religion other than Christianity or Islam. It is
expected that Christians and Muslims should allow that
Buddhism provides a way to salvation, but it is not expected that
Buddhists should admit that Christianity and Islam provide an
effective way to reach nirvana. Indeed, it would be absurd to
think that a religious life that does not provide an effective
means for the extinction of desire (according to sects of
Buddhism, at least,) might provide a way for Christians and
Muslims to reach nirvana.

Even if we compare Christianity with Islam, we find that there
is much more emphasis on salmtion among Christians than
among Muslims. Perhaps the reason for this is because of the
Christian doctrine of original sin. According to many Christians,
as a result of original sin, one cannot gain entrance into the
kingdom of heaven unless one is baptized into the church. For
Muslims, however, man may be lost without religious training,
but this is quite different than needing to have one's sins washed
away in the blood of the lamb. Islam emphasizes the need for
guidance, without denying that a savior will come at the end of
time, while Christianity emphasizes salvation, without denying
the need for guidance.
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If the question of soteriological pluralism is raised exclusively
within Christian or Muslim theologjes, one may ask whether the
adherents of different denominations or even those who follow
no religious path at all may be granted some sort of divine
reward according to the theologies of Christianity and Islam.
The strongest case for pluralism on this interpretation could be
made by arguing that God rewards all those who do good
regardless of their religious beliefs. Something along these lines
seems to be indicated in the following ayih of the Glorious
Qur'an, although there is controversy about the proper
interpretation, and what kind of reward can be expected by non-
Muslims in the next life.

(Indeed the faithful, the Jeus, the Christians, and the Sabaeans-
those of them who hate faith in Allah and the Last Day and act
righteoushythey shall have their reunrd near their Lord, and they
will hawe vo fear, nor will they giewe.t (2:62)

2. Normative religious pluralism pertains to how adherents
are to treat the followers of religions other than their own. Here
it might be supposed that a religion has a peculiar sort of value
by virtue of which a certain kind of respect is to be shown to its
adherents. However, this does not seem to be what the religious
pluralist has in mind. The pluralist is not arguing that equal
respect should be shown to the followers of the major traditions
but not to members of weird cults or atheists; rather, the
pluralist argues that difference in religious belief should not be
reason to deny the human dignity of the others. The normative
exclusivist might be understood as one who holds that the
favored religion has a particular value that confers dignity on its
members or that creates obligations to them. Other religions
lack this value, and so their adherents might be denied rights
given to the followers of the preferred religion. Normative
exclusivism (NE) may be defined generally in terms of persons,
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X, to whom obligations or rights (0) of some sort are not due if x
is anot a follower of a religion 7, Fxr that has a certain value.

NE: :3V(Vx(<3nVr & Fxr)—+~0x) & Vr(Vr~r=r*))

According to NE, there is some value such that no persons
who do not follow a religion with this value are due obligations.
An equality pluralist in this regard does not claim that all the
major traditions have the sort of virtue that creates obligations,
so as to advocate the replacement of the second conjunct ofNE
by VrVr, rather they deny that there is any value of a religion
such that those who do not follow a religion with this value have
no rights or obligations due to them. A normative equality
pluralism (NEP) might thus be defined as the denial of the first
clause of NE. The normative equality pluralist will hold that
there is no value such that failure to believe in a religion that has
it implies that one has no rights or obligations due to them.

NEP: ~3VVrVx(Ox~(Vr & Fxr))

A proponent of NEP would claim that there should be no
difference at all in one's behavior toward persons of different
religious beliefs. If carried out strictly, this would prevent any
sort of participation in a particular religious commumnity, for such
participation requires a special sort of cooperation based on
religious affiliation. It is supposed that members of a religious
community have special obligations to one another, and
recognize special rights for one another under various
conditions. The opposite extreme from equality pluralism would
be the view that seems to have been held, unfortunately, by
some Muslims as well as Christians, that one has no obligations
whatsoever toward those who are not of one's own faith, that
their blood is permitted to be shed and their property taken.
More reasonable would be the view that we are bound by certain
obligations toward all human beings, although we may have
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additional special obligations to our co-religionists.?

Even within a specific religion, different rights and obligations
for members are prescribed. Catholics hold that the right to
administer some sacraments is restricted to priests, Hinduism is
notorious for its caste restrictions and privileges, and, at the very
least, only the administrators of specific religious organizations
are permitted to attend certain meetings. So, what is at issue with
regard to normative religious pluralism is the sort of rights and
obligations that are owed to people with regard to their religious
affiliations. In other words, both NEP and NE may be
acceptable for different interpretations of O.

It is reasonable to hold that with respect to basic rights, NEP
is correct, and with respect to specific rights and duties
pertaining to special obligations owed to members of one's
religious community, NE would be correct. Many jurists hold
that according to Islam, different rights accord to Muslims,
other "Peoples of the Book", and other human beings regardless
of their religious views. One might accordingly consider Islam to
prescribe a sort of normative degree pluralism by issuing duties
in accord with levels of religious value. If basic human rights and
duties due to persons are represented by o: rights and obligations
due for People of the Book are O’, and rights and duties for
Muslims are Om, and if the degree of value assigned by Islam to
religions of People of the Book is p and the degree assigned to
Islam itself is m, the position could be formulated by the three
clauses below.

v’x ObX (All persons have basic rights.)
Vr ([d(V )]~ Ux(Fxr~aux)))
v (A(V1)~~ Vx(Fxr~Onmx)))

Notice that despite the historical facts linking exclusivist views
on salvation with intolerance, soteriological pluralism and
normative pluralism are logjcally independent, (although this is
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not to deny that there may be social-psychological influences or
tendencies).

Various forms of normative religious pluralism have been the
focus of attention of a number of writers, some of whom use
the term religious pluralism exclusively for various forms of
normative  religious pluralism. For example, Francoise
Champion understands religious pluralism to be a political
principle, and describes how it has gained currency as such in
France over the last fifteen or twenty years among socialscience
researchers, political analysts and sociologists. She distinguishes
two main types of (what I would call) normutite religious pluralism,
which she terms emanapatory pluralism and identitybased pluralism.
Emancipatory pluralism is the claim that the adherents of
different religions should be granted equal individual rights.
Identity-based pluralism is an attempt to go beyond the
liberalism of emancipatory pluralism by recognizing an equality
of group rights, as has been suggested by some commumnitarian
thinkers.10

Champion is concerned with politiail versions of normative
religious pluralism, but we should also consider moral versions
and religous versions. We may consider when differences in
behaviour toward others are morally and religiously justified on
the basis of religious beliefs. One may hold that members of
some deviant religious group should be shunned according to
one's own rdigious beliefs. One may hold that it is morally
justifiable to give preferential treatment to members of one's
own religious community with respect to personal relations, but
not in a manner that causes harm or significant offence to
others, even when such treatment does not violate any law. The
relations between legal, religious, and moral considerations are
complex. Norms to be adopted may also be studied descriptively
or prescriptively. We could ask, for example, what legal
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privileges are given to the established church in England, which
would be descriptive; or what laws should be enacted in England
with regard to establishment, which would be a prescriptive
question. Likewise, one may ask descriptive questions about the
moral norms in a given society, or argue about what morality
should be understood to require of us. Again, we could ask
about what religious rules there are regarding those outside one's
denomination, or one could, prescriptively, make a theological
argument in favour of the abrogation or adoption of some rule.
3. Often discussions of religious pluralism focus on
epistemological issues.!! Epistemological religious pluralism is
the view that all the major religious creeds are equally justified
according to some proposed criteria of epistemological
justification or warrant. This way of putting the matter focuses
on the beliefs regardless of who holds them, as though the
beliefs themselves have the capacity for being held as justified or
warranted beliefs. We could call this episterologiail belief pluralism
and contrast it to epistenologial agent pluralism, which would be
expressed by the claim that the followers of no particular
religion have any epistemological advantage in their beliefs over
the followers of other religions. This could be an equality
pluralism, since we should not think that the followers of any of
the major religions are a bunch of dummies, but are, generally
speaking, epistemic peers. An epistemological degree pluralist
would hold that the adherents of several religions differ to some
degree in being justified or warranted in holding their beliefs,
but that these differences are not sufficient for only one group
to be justified and the rest unjustified. Again, this could be
defined as a belief pluralism or as an agent pluralism. It would
be reasonable to expect to find differences in degree of average
intelligence of the followers of different denominations, but
these differences do not seem so great that we could reasonably
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claim that the adherents of one faith alone have justified beliefs
while the rest don't know how to think properly. The issue
becomes more contentious when we consider belief pluralism. Some
religious beliefs seem to be intrinsically harder to justify than
others. Perhaps every religion has its difficult beliefs and easy
beliefs, and perhaps they balance out in the end. But it would
not be unreasonable to suspect that there could well be
differences on the whole in the justifiability of different creeds.
Suppose that p is a part of the doctrines or religious teachings
of r. Let this be abbreviated as Trp. An optimistic view of the
justification of one's favorite religion's dogmas would be:

Vp(Trp~]p)
Atheists hold that religious beliefs are false, not that they are
never justified. But some atheists also have argued that religious

beliefs are unjustified. This form of atheism might be initially
formulated as follows.

Vi Trp~~]p)

However, believers and atheists might agree on some
teachings, e.g,, that murder is wrong, An atheist might hold that
it is doctrines about which religious believers differ that are not
justified, but some religious believers, such as Therevada
Buddhists, do not believe in God, and atheists would not say
that this belief is unjustified. Perhaps the atheist position is
better captured by the statement that some religious teachings of
all the religions are unjustified We could call this position
epistemic belief atheism (EBA).

EBA: Vi3p(Trp & ~Jp)
One may be characterized by epistemic belief exclusivism

(EBE) if one is an epistemic belief atheist with respect to every
religion but one's own.
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EBE: Vir(r# *~3p(Trp & ~Jp))

An implausible pluralism would be wunitersal epistemiic belief
pluralism (UEBP) according to which all the beliefs of all the
religions are justified.

UEBP: VA(Trp~]p)

A more restricted form of epistemic pluralism would hold that
the teachings of all and only those religions that have a certain
epistemic value, V, are such that their main beliefs are justified,
and that the major religious traditions all fall into this category.
Epistemic belief exclusivism could then be formulated as the
position that it is only the favored religion that has the value V.
One might hold a degree pluralism according to which higher
degrees of V correspond to better justification of beliefs. One
might then hold a degree pluralism in this regard by claiming that
all the major religious traditions' main beliefs are justifiable to
some degree past a standard. A degree exclusivist could hold that
there is one religion whose degree of V surpasses that of all others.

The calculation of different values of V is complicated by the
fact that there are several scales on which it might be measured,
the degree of justification, the number of justified beliefs, or the
number of justified important or essential beliefs. Suppose that
one decides to evaluate V in such a way that d(V 7O if and only
if all essential beliefs of r are justified; and the value of d(V'r) is
greater when these beliefs are better justified, and is greater
when additional non-essential beliefs are also justified. There is
no ready rule on the basis of which one could say that a belief
system whose essential beliefs meet some minimal standard of
justification but in which all peripheral beliefs are also justified is
in better or worse epistemic shape that a belief system in which
the essential beliefs are justified to a very high degree although a
fair number of peripheral beliefs are not justified. Then there is
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the problem of how to distinguish among and count beliefs.
Furthermore, the distinction between essential and non-essential
beliefs may be vague or be better viewed as a spectrum of beliefs
with varying degrees of importance or centrality. Additionally,
one should consider that the epistemic value of a system of
beliefs may be far more than the sum of its parts. Finally, due
consideration should be given to the sustained argumentation by
William Alston that epistemic evaluations may be made
according to a number of different criteria that are often
confused under the label "justification".12

Complications become increasingly manifold when we switch
from belief pluralism to agent pluralism. If we seek to
understand whether two religions are on an epistemic par by
considering the justification that believers have or lack with
respect to the teachings of the religion. It may be that believers
in one denomination have better justification for their religious
beliefs than believers in another denomination because they are
better educated We might decide, then to examine only the
beliefs of the top theologians in the various denominations. The
exclusivist might claim that the highest justification for religious
beliefs is found in the justification that the top scholars of the
favored religion have for their religious beliefs. Perhaps the
exclusivist could propose a rather Piercean form of religious
exclusivism with the claim that the favored religion is
epistemically superior to all others in the sense that a community
of impartial investigators would come to accept the essential
beliefs of that religion in the long run if they devoted themselves
to a quest for religious truth.1® This, however, would only be a
hypothesis, and for the time being, there is no convergence of
religious opinions in sight.

What is visible is the opportunity for rational discussion
about points of religious difference. In order for such
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discussion to advance fruitfully, it is necessary for participants
to treat one another with a certain level of epistemic respect, at
least in the sense that we should not assume that someone
does not adjudicate beliefs rationally merely because they
adhere to a different religion than we accept. So, there is a
prima facie moral reason for holding that the followers of the
major traditions should not be assumed to be unreasonable in
their beliefs. This may be considered a version of normative
epistemic agent pluralism.

4. Alethie religious pluralism is about the truth of beliefs
rather than their justification. Unlike epistemological
pluralism, there is no division here between belief pluralism
and agent pluralism. An equality pluralism here would be the
position that all the major religions are equally true. This
position could be interpreted in a number of different ways.
It would not make much sense to say that all the statements
in the creeds of every major religion are equally true, because
they contradict one another. Of course, one could adopt a
relativist position on truth, but that seems a pretty heavy
price to pay. Another way to accept contradictory religious
claims would be to adopt what logicians call dialetheism, the
view that some propositions are both true and false.4
Although dialetheism seems to be accepted by the great Sufi
theoretician Ibn 'Arabi,!5 it does not appear to be an especially
promising way to resolve interreligious contradictions. The
ordinary way to be an equality pluralist about truth is to claim
that the same amount of truth is to be found in the creeds of
every religion. The obvious problem here is that we have no way
to measure relative amounts of truth. We cannot just add up the
beliefs and see how many come out true on each list.

John Hick has suggested another way to defend alethic equality
pluralism by regarding all of the different religions as imperfect



Muhammad Legenhausen 31

reflections of an ineffable reality.® Hick's view has been
criticized by Alston and Plantinga.l The difficulties in the various
attempts to reconcile the contradictions in doctrine among the
various major religious traditions should not blind us to the fact
that there are many important claims that are shared by the
believers of different faiths, such as the rejection of materialism
and the acceptance of a variety of common moral truths. The
interpretation of statements made in very different religious
traditions can be so perplexing that Alston urges his readers "to
exercise caution in supposing that, even granting commonality
of subject, what is said of God in Hindu perceptual reports
contradicts what is said of God in Christian perceptual reports.1”

We might begin to characterize an atheistic position as one
that denies all religious teachings, but as we saw in the
discussion of epistemological pluralism, this would not be
tenable because of the existence of truths affirmed by both
religious believers and atheists. By analogy to episterric belief
atheism, we might define alethic atheism (AA) as the view that all
religions teach some falsehoods.18

AA: V3T & ~p)

Following the analogy, one may be characterized by alethic
exdusiusm (AE) if one is an alethic atheist with respect to every
religion but one's own.

AE: Vilr;o*~3p(Trp & ~p))

It may be argued that this is a consequence of the assertion of
the truth of the teachings of one's own religion and recognition
that some of these teachings will be in contradiction with some
of the teachings of every other religion, for otherwise they
would not be different religions (the religious teachings of no
religions are a subset of the teachings of any other religion). If
so, AE could also be formulated as:
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AE2: Vp(Tr*p~p)

One might deny AE2 while continuing to profess belief in r*,
although this would seem to involve something like the preface
paradox. However, there are various ways to defend the
rationality of admissions that the totality of what one asserts may
contain errors, even when one affirms each assertion
individually. If one is going to admit that one's own religious
school of thought propagates errors (e.g, hadiths may be
accepted in one's school that are not accurate), caution will be
needed to avoid denying one's religion. One might claim that the
basic teachings of the religion are secure from error, but admit
that scholars may make mistakes about the finer points of some
doctrines or historical details.

Universal alethic pluralism (UAP) would be untenable because
it would require the affirmation of contradictory statements.

UAP: Vi(Trp~p)
A trivial form of alethic pluralism (TAP) might be formulated
as the claim that every major religion teaches some truths.
TAP: Vi3p(Tr & p)

A more substantial form of alethic pluralism (SAP) might
claim that every religious denomination fails to teach some
truths that are taught in other religions, although it is difficult to
imagine how such a view could be defended.

SAP: Vr3r3p(~Trp & Tr'p & p)

5. Religions are not theories, nor can they be reduced to their
creeds. They also have a practical side. The practical aspect of
religion can give rise to two sorts of pluralism. First, one might
claim that the major religions counsel equally noble moralities,
either with regard to the values they instill, the obligations they
place upon their adherents or the virtues they encourage. Let's
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call this ethical religious pluralism. Like epistemological
pluralism, ethical pluralism may take the form of an agnt
pluralism or a preapt pluralism. Agent ethical pluralism holds that
the adherents of no particular religion have any significant moral
distinction over the adherents of any other major religion.
Precept pluralism is the claim that the moral precepts taught by
the major faith traditions are equally right. Once again, this sort
of pluralism can be formulated as an equality pluralism or a
degree pluralism. There are two main approaches to ethical
precept equality pluralism. One way is to accept a version of
moral relativism. Each religion's morality is excellent by its own
lights, and there is no absolute position from which one could
be said to be better than any other. The other way, which is
more commonly proposed, is to claim that the fundamental
moral principles of all the major religions boil down to some
common set of moral principles such as the golden rule, and
that the particular differences in moral systems are relative or of
less significance than what is common.

6. The second sort of pluralism that arises in consideration of
the practical aspect of religion pertains to specifically religious
obligations instead of moral obligations. Is it possible to fulfill
one's religious obligations equally through adherence to any of a
plurality of religions? A negative answer is given by those who
reject deontological religious pluralism. They hold that God has
commanded all of mankind at the present time to accept a
specific religion. Choice of religion is not a matter of personal
preference, but of obedience to divine prescription.

Here we should also mention a distinction that may be made
between diaduonic religious pluralism and syndironic religious
pluralism. Although this distinction could be applied to any of
the various types of religious pluralism mentioned in this paper,
it is particularly relevant to deontological religious pluralism,
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because many of the most staunch exclusivists will accept some
form of diachronic religious pluralism, according to which the
value of a religion may be judged differently at different times,
so that, for example, Christianity might have the value of being
required by God for a people for a specific period of time, but
not prior to that time. Diachronic religious pluralism is more
easy to accept for those with exclusivist tendencies because there
is no question of religious choice being arbitrary. What seems to
motivate much exclusivist thinking is the idea that the choice of
one's religious commitments should be made in accordance with
what God prescribes and not as a matter of personal taste or
whimsical preference.

Those who defend religious pluralism usually take religious
choice to be a matter of personal preference because of the
normative pluralistic claim that no one should impose or force
any religion on anyone. However, normative and deontological
pluralism should not be confused. One may endorse normative
pluralism while denying deontological pluralism, that is, one may
affirm that people should make their religious commitments in
accord with their own personal consciences, and reject the
notion that whatever they decide is in accord with the
commands given by God through revelation. Indeed, I would
argue that this sort of position is more consistent with a sound
Islamic theology than a blanket acceptance of pluralism.

Epistemic agent pluralism is closely related to deontological
pluralism.

Deontological exclusivism hold that it is only by adherence to
a favored religion that one is able to fulfill one's religious duties.
There may be a general obligation imposed by God to humanity
to accept a given religion, while at the same time the obligation
may be suspended under certain circumstances. We Muslims
believe that we are obliged to observe certain dietary restrictions,
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tor example, but that these restrictions may be lawfully violated
in case one is dying of thirst or hunger. One is not obligated to
do what is not possible for one to accomplish. If one is unable
to provide epistemic justification for belief in Islam, and hence is
unable to believe, then we cannot expect the obligation to
believe to apply to this person. Ought implies can. If one
cannot, any obligation is suspended.

In consideration of the epistemic factors concerning the
obligation to believe, we can consider a distinction between
deontologijcal belief pluralism and deontological agent pluralism.
According to deontological belief pluralism (DBP), God permits
human beings to pick from among the major traditions any
religion they like. There is no religion to which God commands
adherence to the exclusion of any other. Let's say that religion r
is permitted by God for humanity at time f and location I with
the abbreviation Pril.

DBP: Vrt=now & I=our loaition ~ Prtl)

This formulation is consistent with the idea that God may
have allowed only one religion to be adopted in the Egypt of
Moses or in the Punjab of Nanak, but at the present time and
locale, all the major religious traditions are acceptable.

Deontological belief exclusivism (DBE), to the contrary, holds
that at any given time and locale, there is one religion that God
requires for all of humanity.

DBE: VNI3*VHA(PHAtl~r=7)

Deontological agent pluralism, on the other hand, is a view of
what God permits for a given agent with respect to the adoption
of a religion, given the agent's epistemic situation and other
limitations. Let's abbreviate the proposition that God permits x
to adopt religion r at + and I as Pxrtl. We can distinguish two sorts
of agent pluralism. According to the first type (DAP 1), God
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allows some agents to pick from any of the major traditions.
DAP1: vx vrvtvl (Pxrtl)
According to the second type (DAP2), God merely allows that

different agents may be permitted to adopt different religions
given their circumstances.

DAP2: 3x318t31313r'(Pxitl & Pyr'tl & r# ')

Note that DBE is compatible with DAP2. It may be the case
that God commands Islam for all of humanity at a given time
and location, while allowing individuals who are unable for some
reason to accept Islam to be guided by Him through some other
faith tradition.

Other variants could also be formulated, e.g, according to
which God allows some agents to pick from a limited number of
religions, or according to which God requires different religious
beliefs from a single individual in different circumstances, as,
according to Islam, God required Christianity of some people
before the advent of Islam, and Islam afterward.

7. The sort of pluralism advanced by writers such as
Ramakrishna (1834-1886), Madame Blavatsky (1831-1891), Rene
Guenon (1886-1951) and Frithjof Schuon (1907-1998) could be
called hermetic religious pluralism. According to this sort of
religious pluralism, although religions are different exoterically,
they share a common esoteric core. Although the thesis of
hermetic pluralism is characteristically left rather vague, it is
often presented as the claim that the major religions lead to the
same goal, which is a certain perennial wisdom that comprises
various metaphysical principles. A hermetic pluralist could claim
that the religions are equally effective means for reaching this
knowledge, or merely that the ultimate wisdom is the same, or
that some essential portion of it is common to the esoteric
traditions of the major religions.
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V. Reductive and Non-Reductive Pluralisms

Religious pluralisms of any of the varieties described above
may be either reductive or non-reductive. Reductive pluralists
hold that all the major religious traditions or at least some
plurality of denominations share some degree of a value in terms
of which different sorts of pluralism are defined because of
some element that is common to them. So, for example, the
hermetic religious pluralists generally claim that different
religions lead to the same goal because of common esoteric
principles. This sort of religious pluralism is redudive because it
reduces the essence of a religion to the common elements it
shares with other religions. What is not held in common with
the other religions is seen as window dressing or cultural
accoutrements.

Non-reductive religious pluralism, on the other hand, holds
that what is unique to a variety of religions may be what gives
them value. An extreme form of nonreductive religious
pluralism would hold that whatever value any religion has must
be due to elements unique to it.

There is no reason for thinking that this sort of pluralism
might be true. Indeed, very good a priori reasons can be found
for rejecting extreme non-reductive religious pluralism. Suppose
that one holds that a value in terms of which religions are to be
judged is their encouragement of their followers to lead moral
lives. Extreme nonreductive religious pluralism would be
committed to the view that there could be no common elements
in the moral systems supported by different religions that have
this value, and such a view is patently absurd.

A more moderate form of non-reductive religious pluralism
would hold that God guides people through the unique features
of the various religions He prescribes for them in combination
with features that are shared by other religions.?
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When the varieties of religious pluralism are set out and
analyzed, it seems that there are many forms that will not stand
up to analysis. With regard to soteriological pluralism, for
example, the problems of the diversity of religious goals seems
to make the question quite problematic. It would seem that both
exclusivism and pluralism with regard to soteriology require a
rather childish view of the religious life and its goals. We might
affirm pluralism as a rejection of the simplistic view that one will
be damned by God for lacking membership in some favored
congregation. But this should not be confused with the idea that
it makes no difference what religion one holds to where one will
end up in the afterlife. Surely, the choices one makes with
respect to religious affiliation will have an effect of what one
ultimately makes out of one's life. More than this, we can only
leave to God's mercy and wisdom.

With respect to normative religious pluralism, I would urge a
non-reductive religious pluralism. Respect should be shown to
the members of different religious traditions not merely because
of our common humanity, but because of what is unique in each
community. This is completely consistent with an admission that
we owe members of our own community special obligations.

With regard to epistemological religious pluralism, if we take
into account the various standards of rationality that may be
found in communities that have different standards of logical
reasoning (e.g, Ny, Aristotelian logic in the Islamic tradition,
modem symbolic logic, etc.) a case could be made for a non-
reductive interpretation of the normative epistemic agent
pluralism suggested earlier. Believers in different traditions may
have justifications for their beliefs that at least in part are
dependent to cognitive standards that are unique to their own
traditions.20

With respect to alethic pluralism, I am skeptical of the
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attempts make by Hick and others who have sought to reconcile
conflicting religious truths. I think it is not unreasonable nor
theologically unacceptable to allow that SAP may be true,
although I would be cautious about such an affirmation, because
it seems to me that it would be an impossibly difficult task to
tind sufficient evidence for it.

A non-reductive version of SAP (SANRP) would hold that
every religion teaches some truths unique to it.

SANRP: Vi3p(Trp & p & Vi'(Tr'p~r=r'))

Perhaps this view could be defended in Islamic theology by
arguing that in each religious tradition there are truths taught
about the founder of that tradition that are not taught in any
other tradition. Ayatullah Misbah, for example, has suggested
that there might be some truths about Jesus (peace be with him)
that are taught by some Christians but that cannot be found the
narrations about Jesus in the Shi'i collections. This may be so
either because the Imams and the Prophet (salutations upon him
and his progeny) considered these truths unnecessary, or
because the narrations were lost, or for some other reason
known only to God. This insight could be expressed by
speculating that what might be correct may be a more moderate
form of alethic nonreductive pluralism (MANRP) that would
merely claim that there are some different religions each of
which teaches truths unique to it.

MANRP: 313r3p3q(r77 & Trp & p & V' (Tr'p~r=r") & Trg & q &
V'(Tr" g~v'=r"))

As for ethical religious pluralism, the agent variety this would
seem to be explicitly denied by claims of the moral superiority of
the Prophet (s) over all human beings. This would still be
compatible with a non-reductive agent ethical pluralism
according to which each prophet has some peculiar praiseworthy
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moral character trait that is unique to him alone. As for precept
pluralism, it would not be hard to show that a diachronic version
of non-reductive precept pluralism is consistent with the
teachings of Islam. If a synchronic version is to be defended, the
most plausible position would be a degree pluralism in which
various moral systems are accepted as passing some minimal
standard, although it is allowed that the morals taught by our
own religion are superior to all rivals. This could be formulated
in a non-reductive version according to which each moral
system that passes the standard has features unique to it.

With regard to deontological religious pluralism, a non-
reductive version of DAP2 would seem plausible.

A non-reductive form of hermetic pluralism could be formulated
according to which truths are divided into the esoteric and
exoteric and MANRP is held to be true when the propositional
variables are taken to range over esoteric truths.

In conclusion, a survey of the range of types of religious
pluralism that could be debated by reasonable theologians of
various traditions would indicate that it is a mistake for one to
characterize one's position as an endorsement or denial of
religious pluralism. Indeed, the area that has been given the most
attention in philosophical theology, soteriological pluralism, is
one in which pluralistic and exclusivist claims often tum out to
be absurd. With regard to the other area that has generated the
most discussion, normative pluralism, what is most significant is
not whether one is a pluralist or not, because everyone will agree
with pluralism with respect to some rights and obligations. The
question to consider is what rights and obligations are to be
considered specially do to one's coreligionists, and whether such
special obligations can justify political measures to establish a
particular denomination as the official religion of the state. Such
arguments will take different forms when they are based on
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English law and Anglican theology and when they are based on
Islamic law and theology. The differences, however, should not
be cast as a debate between pluralism and exclusivism.

Forms of religious pluralism that look promising or at least
worthy of further consideration include the versions of non-
reductive religious pluralism mentioned above, including
versions of non-reductive normative pluralism, non-reductive
normative epistemic agent pluralism, epistemic degree pluralism
with respect to various forms of justification, SANRP as a
version of alethic pluralism, analogous forms of non-reductive
ethical pluralism, diachronic deontological pluralism and DAP2,
both of which would be non-reductive in the sense that they are
not based on some common element that is sufficient to secure
the relevant permissibility, and an esoteric version of SANRP.

So, although I have argued that several plausible forms of non-
reductive religious pluralism might be defended, the main
contours that debates about religious pluralism have taken are
misleading because they gloss over important distinctions,
which, when uncovered, reveal that the moral and theological
positions that motivate the debate would be more appropriately
addressed by considering such issues as the nature of salvation,
divine guidance, and the rights and obligations for religious
groups in various societies. With regard to such questions,
religious pluralism turns out to be less significant than is often
imagined.
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Introduction

Some scholars such as John Hick think of Mowlana as a
religious pluralist and even consider him as the founder of
religious pluralism. We think that this view concerning Mowlana
is seriously false. In this short paper, we try to unveil falsity of
this view.

Before beginning our discussion, we define religious pluralism
which is one of the theories concerning the problem of “other
religions”. Then we will begin our main discussion.

Concerning questions such as

1. “what is the reason behind diversity of religions?”

2. “are all the existing religions true, or some of them true and
the others false?”

3. “are all of them a combination of falsity and truth?”; and

4. “are all of them false with no true religion?”, four theories
have been presented:

Naturalism: this theory says that the religion cannot not be
true, then nor is there a true religion;

Religious exclusivism says that there is only one true religion,
and other religions are false;

Inclusivism says that a particular religion is true; and even if
other religions contain some true ideas, the true religion contains
all true ideas.

Religious pluralism. Let us explain religious pluralism in more
details, since it is the subject matter of the present article.

Meaning and Kinds of Religious Pluralism

Religious pluralism may have various principles and
consequently various meanings and instances. For example,
religious pluralism may be based on the assumption of the
plurality of religion in factual world, i.e. it may be based on the
assumption that the essence of religion is, as a matter of fact,
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plural; also religious pluralism may be stemmed from belief in
inevitability of the diversity of understandings and acquisition of
various kinds of knowledge of religion. Also, it may mean
acceptance of possibility of similar functions for religions or
various spiritual traditions. The first kind may be called
“ontological  religious  pluralism”, the second kind
“epistemological religious pluralism”, and the third kind
“functionalist religious pluralism”.

In ontological pluralism in which plurality refers to the external
existence of the subject, three states may be imagined:

1. Factual plurality of the essence of the religion which means
acceptance of existence of some religions in parallel;
2. multidimensionality of the essence of religions which means
that though the essences of religions are the same, the religion
has different factual manifestations; 3. gradation of the fact and
essence of the religion. In the first state, three possibilities may be
imagined: the first is that all the existent religions are true; the
second is that some of them are true and some others are false.
The third is that none of the religions are absolutely true or false,
but combinations of truth and falsity. The same three possibilities
may be thought of conceming two other assumptions, i.e.
different aspects of the religion and factual religion.

Epistemological religious pluralism is realized influenced by
different factors. The series of factors may be classified under
“triple foundations involving in development of knowledge”.
Triple foundations are as follows: 1. knowing subject, 2. known
thing, and influencing external factors which I call them “aids of
knowing”. By “aids of knowing”, I mean factors out of the
essences of two main foundations of the development of
knowledge (i.e. knowing subject and known thing) which play
their role as aids of, or obstacles to, the process of development
of knowledge. (This division is based on a particular
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epistemological theory I believe in it)!.

Since religions and quasi-religions have various worldly and
other-worldly functions in the fields of knowledge, life,
guidance, and salvation, to find their similarities and
dissimilarities, different and identical functions, these systems
are compared with each other. Thus, functionalist pluralism may
be deemed as one of the images and interpretations in the field
of religious pluralism. In this case, based on the kind of the
function taken as a basis for pluralism, various kinds of
functionalist religious pluralism may be imagined.

The set of expected and existent possibilities and ideas
concerning religious pluralism may be depicted as follows:

Religious Pluralism

functional epistemological ontological
practical theoretical
factual gradation factual plurality
worldly (multidimensionlity of the essence of the religion) (plurality of religion in the real world)

other-worldly
(eschatological)

Multilevelledness
N

~

originated from qualities of aids of knowing originated from knower's qualities

. - L . all combined all true
Originated from qualities of the known thing

various and dividable info true and false

In addition to the above division which is based on the “kind
of fundamental hypothesis” for acceptance or realization of
plurality, typology of religious pluralism may be based on other
criteria as well; for example according to narrowness or extent
of the field of pluralism, religious pluralism may be classified in
three ways:

1. Maximalist way in which no religious knowledge or tradition
will be out of the coverage of pluralism;
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2. Intermediate way according to which only revelatory
religions such as Abrahamic ones or only great traditions or
Eastern traditions or Western traditions fall within the field of
pluralism, or only legitimacy or right to life of those religions is
recognized which have been victorious in debates made with
their rivals (in other words, pluralism is accepted only for those
schools whose demonstrative fight has shown sufficiency of
their arguments; their claims have become antinomic) or
pluralism is accepted only in the field of religious traditions or
religious knowledge and not in the field of factual (revealed)
religions.

3. Minimalist pluralism according to which pluralism is
accepted and applied only in a very narrow field; for example,
plurality is recognized only for various schools of the same
religion such as Shiism and Sunnism within Islam and
Catholicism, Orthodoxy, and Protestantism within Christianity.
Minimalist = pluralism, then, may be called “pluralistic
inclusivism’” or “family pluralism”.

Now, Mowlana and Pluralism

In order to ascribe an idea to a certain person or to deduce a
particular claim from a certain text, many authenticate scientific
evidence and rules should be taken into consideration and
appealed to. Not all ideas may be ascribed to all persons, and not
all texts may be interpreted in whatever way.

To explain, it should be said that to ascribe an idea to a
theologian, his ideological, intellectual characteristics, and
temporal, cultural, social conditions of his environment, limits
and kind of his knowledge and the like should be taken into
account; and according to suitability (or unsuitability) of that
idea for those conditions, that idea may be ascribed to (or,
negated of) him.
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To interpret a text as well, it should be understood and
interpreted according to a series of rules and evidence. For
example, principles such as the following five ones are
necessary: 1. Principle of “knowledge of the nature of the text”;
for example, whether it is a religious or a scientific one; 2. the
principle of “the text being a whole” (each text is consistent and
has a focal claim; and claims introduced in it are, in principle,
related and even coherent). 3. the principle of “similarity
between the text and author”; for example a work of a monotheist
mystic is not the same as that of an atheist; 4. the principle of
“appropriateness of the text with climatic, historical, epistemic,
and scientific containers; emergence of the text should be
understand by taking into account historical and scientific
conditions of its development; 5. literal and rhetoric rules.

An atheist saying, therefore, cannot be ascribed to a faithful
monotheist one. Also, a modermn scientific claim cannot be
ascribed to the one who had lived in the Stone Age. Also, a
sacred Divine text cannot be interpreted in an atheistic way; or
conflicting claim cannot be- without sufficient evidence-
ascribed to the same book; or meaningless points cannot be-
without sufficient evidence- extracted from a writing ascribed to
a rational and mindful man. (though he may commit errors, but
this is an exception; and exception cannot be regarded as rule,
nor can it violate the rule).

In ascribing pluralism to Mowlana, one should notice that he
was a faithful and monotheist Muslim, a wise and clever man, a
rationalist and realist philosopher who lived in the Middle (pre-
Kantian) Ages in the Islamic East. And one with such
characteristics cannot be a pluralist concerning his religious
ideas; for, because of his being a Muslim, he insisted seriously in
the exclusive or inclusive truth of the religion of Islam.

He believes that Islam is a global and eternal religion having
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maximalist truth; and all names and fames other than the name
of Islam will be vanishing. If there are some truths in other
religions, all truth are contained in the religion of Islam. And
relation between Islam and other religions is like the relation
between the number 100 and tens under it all of which are
contained in the number 100. Having Islam we have all truths.

"The names of kings are removed from the dirhems, (but) the
name of Ahmad (Mohammed) is stamped on them for ever

"The name of Ahmad is the name of all the prophets: when
the hundred comes (is counted), ninety is with us as well2.

He blames Christians who think that Jesus Christ has been
crucified and at the same time regards him as God; he says that
those who have crucified him (Jews) may not be saved by taking
refuge to him!

"See the ignorance of the Christian appealing for protection to
the Lord who was suspended (on the Cross)

"Since, according to his (the Christian's belief), he was
crucified by the Jews, how then can He protect him??

According to him, man is free and his freedom has led to his
greatness; and based on his own knowledge and free will, he
chooses either disbelief or belief; either guidance or deviation:

"Because We hawe honoured Man by (the gift of) free-will: half
(of him) is honey-bee, half is snake;

"The true believers are store of honey, like the bee; the
infidels, in sooth, are a store of poison, like the snake;

"Because the true believer ate choice herbs, so that, like a bee,
his spittle became (a means of giving) life;

"(While), again, the infidel drank sherbet of filthy water:
accordingly from his nourishment poison appeared in him.*

He is a realist (and not a skeptic or relativist) philosopher; thus,
he thinks that acquisition of knowledge is possible, and there is a
methodology for this; he regards true knowledge a knowledge
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corresponding to the reality; after narrating the famous parable
of the "elephant and blind men", he says that if they did not
content themselves to senses and if they consult their reasons,
they would be able to understand the reality.

"If there had been a candle in each one's hand, the difference
would have gone out of their words®.

In another place, he regards the reason as a touchstone to
evaluate sense perceptions:

"Get (learn) the distinction between evil and good from
reason, not from the eye that tells (only) of black and white;

"The eye is beguiled by the verdure on dunghills, (but) the
reason says, "Put it to my touchstone"®.

Based on a naive realism, he thinks that rational understanding
of the external world is possible

"An intellect giving light like the sun is needed to wield the
sword that never misses the right direction’.

For him, reason is light, and to gather rational experiences will
lead to twofold unveiling of truth:

"(If) the intellect is paired with another intellect, light increases
and the way becomes plain®.

He thinks that sense perceiving eye is unable to understand the
truth and acquire knowledge; and regards particularist
empiricism as an enemy of the religion and reason:

"Throw dust on your sense perceiving eye: the sensuous eye is
the enemy of intellect and religion®.

He thinks that reason and religion are of the same kind and
two wings of life and salvation; he recommends his addressee to
take only reason and religion as her /his guides:

"Do not mount the restive horse without a bridle: male Reason
and Religion your leader, and farewell'0.

But as is well-known, the theory of religious pluralism has
nothing to do with the Mowlana's era, but it is a theory of the
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20t Century and it has been emerged in the modern era. Its
social and cultural backgrounds and epistemological,
philosophical and religion-philosophical principles are entirely
modern. Relation and contacts between religions which may lead
to unpleasant social consequences may be entirely found in the
contemporary era'l. The discipline of philosophy of religion,
among whose issues is pluralism, is less than 200 years old!2.
The main philosophical and epistemological justification of this
theory has been taken from Immanuel Kant’s epistemology.

In addition to all above points, it should be noted that religious
pluralism is based on the "essential plurality of religions";
Mowlana, however, insists upon "gradational unity of religions"

Also, evidence provided from Mowlana’s works and poems to
confirm religious pluralism does not prove this claim; on the
contrary some evidence suggests against the claims of claimants;
and even in his works, there are many points in criticizing
pluralism.

From among pieces evidence appealed to for ascribing
pluralism to Mowlana according to which they have tried to
ascribe some sort of critical realism to him and then to call him
“pluralist” is some parables and allegories he has made uses of
them in Mathnawi to explain philosophical, epistemic, mystical
and moral concepts!3. Here, I will explore and evaluate some
cases: 1- the parable of the elephant and blind men; 2- the
parable of the same light and various lamps or shining of the sun
on various places.

Before going to analyze, it should be noted that allegories and
parables may only be suitable to facilitate understanding of
claims; but they never prove the claims; for parable is
generalization of a particular judgment to another particular
judgment, without there being a certain common point between
similar parts or a known reason behind the judgment; in allegory
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as well, similarity may be in an aspect, but there may be
difference and even opposition in other aspects; that is why they
have said that allegory is in one aspect intimating but in many
aspects it increases distance. In the fourth book of the
Mathnawi, Mowlana emphasizes this point!4.

But how about the parable of elephant and the blind men to
which in epistemological issues is appealed to prove
impossibility or relativity of knowledge?

Firstly, one may mention another parable suggesting that truth
is accessible, though (and even) by chance or through an
ignorant and imitative motion. In the second book of his
Mathnawi, Mowlana speaks of a man who has lost his camel and
is searching for his lost camel, desert by desert, town by town;
and another man, without losing his camel, is imitatively, or to
ridicule him, accompanying him claiming that he has lost his
camel as well! Whatever the former says or asks, and whenever
he runs, the imitating lying man says or asks, and runs.

When the truthful man, after knowingly attempts, finds his lost
camel, he sees that there are two camels; and suddenly the
imitating ignorant man notices that one of them is his own camel,
but he has not known that his camel had been lost; and truly he
has not been searching for the camel and he has found there his
camel accidentally! From this story Mowlana concludes that

“When a liar set out (to journey) with a truthful man, his
falsehood turns to truth of a sudden

“That imitator became a true searcher when he saw his camel
browsing therel>.

Secondly, the parable (of elephant and blind men) is to reject
authenticity of senses to acquire knowledge, and to criticize sense-
sufficiency or to emphasize the necessity of appropriateness
between tools of knowledge and subject of knowledge; and notes
that true knowledge of the members of elephant is possible
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through the vision and not by hand and touching faculty.

Thirdly, if the object of knowledge is the elephant and not its
members (which is typically what is considered), the parable is to
show defects and inefficiency of one-dimensional and particularist
views in acquisition of knowledge, ie. a defect of which suffer
most human hypotheses and theories —in particular in our time-;
knowledge of the elephant, which is a whole, is possible through
a universal-seeing eye (an eye which sees beyond and
comprehensively). In other words, the whole truth is grasped
through a universal-seeing philosophical look and not through
empiric attempts which are praticularist and one-dimensional.
That is why to conclude from this parable, Mowlana says:

“On account of the (diverse) place (object) of view, their
statements differed: one man entitled it “d’al,” another “alif”’

“If there had been a candle in each one’s hand, the difference
would have gone out of their words

“The eye of sense-perception is only like the palm of the hand:
the palm hath not power to reach the whole of him (the
elephant)'.

According to the other interpretation, mistake committed by,
and difference between, blind men were caused by superficialism,
obstinacy, and selfishness of blind men and their negligence of
esoteric points and guidance made by the spiritual guide.

“If a master of the esoteric had been there, a revered and many
language man, he would pacified them.1”

Fourthly, if the object of knowledge is elephant, the parable
will not prove that each and every knowing subject has acquired
a portion of reality (even though negligible) and knows one of
the dimensions of the elephant. For, in this parable none of the
touching men has understood a part or dimension of the truth;
and even they have gone further from the truth and all of them
have equally committed mistakes; and their states are much worse
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than those who have not yet touched the elephant. For the latter
ones have no imagination of the elephant; but those who have
touched the elephant have misunderstood him; and simple
ignorance is less worse than the complicated ignorance. For the
simple ignorance may be likened to the ground zero, while
complicate ignorance is like a position under the ground zero!

Fifthly, even if we accept that blind men’s knowledge shares a
portion of truth, that truth is not a truth concerning the
elephant; but rather the truth acquired by each one of themis a
knowledge concerning the member touched by him. In this case,
each one of them has come relatively close to the truth
concerning his own object of knowledge; for he has, at least,
understood corporality, sensibility, its form and volume,
hardness ... of the body touched by him.

(Anyway, as seen, a parable may be interpreted in various ways
and suggest different and even conflicting claims; in any case,
this parable does not suggest critical realism, we do not mention
religious pluralism).

Other Parables

The other parables appealed to for ascribing religious pluralism
to Mowlana are as follows: “The single light of the sun being a
hundred in relation to the house-courts (on which it shines)”18,
which suggests that a single light source creates hundred lights;
but if we remove walls, it will become clear that there is only one
light (Book 4). We may mention the parable according to which
“if there are ten lamps in the same place, apparently there are
ten lamps and the light of each one of them is other than those
of the others; but, since light is light, all of them are the same
thing; and when we take into account instead of lamps, light, we
cannot distinguish them from each other.

Also, like the light of moon which rises in the dark night and
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shines through windows on houses, though each one of the
lights shined through each window is apparently an independent
light, whenever one of them disappears, the others disappear as
well. And this shows that there is but one light.20

Concerning these parables can, and should, be said that:

First of all, presupposition of religious pluralism, as its name
shows, is plurality of religions (and not their unity). Mowlana is a
religious man who believes in the unity of religions and in these
parables he has emphasized the unity of religions- true religions
and truth of religions. In the beginning of this part of Mathnawi,
Mowlana appeals to the holy verse “The believers are naught
else than brothers”?! and the hadith “true scholars are like one
soul”, and inspired by the holy verse “We make no distinction
between any of them [prophets]“22, he emphasizes that denial of
one of the prophets is the same as denial of all of them, and
mentions that truth and people of truth are but one.

Secondly, Mowlana believes in the true unity of prophets and
revealed and genuine religions (before being altered); and there
is no one of the people and followers of the revealed religions
who denies this point. He believes that plurality and diversity of
interpretations and alterations are caused by the role played by
human beings” understanding in the field of realized religions
and religious knowledge. That is why he says:

“On that account these companions of ours are all at war,
(but) no one (ever) heard of war amongst the prophets

“Because of the light of the prophets was the Sun, (while) the
light of senses is lamp and candle and smoke.??

This means that the light of the prophets is like the light shone
by the Sun, and there is no difference between them. Then, there
is no plurality so that pluralism may be necessitated). Human
epistemic tools, however, are smoking and dark sources of light.

Thirdly, these parables are aimed to make a distinction
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between Lord lights (revealed religions) and sense and none-
Divine lights (ie. thoughts whose source is not Divine
revelation); and this has been expressively mentioned by
Mowlana. He considers the Divine lights as one light, and non-
Divine lights as plural lights. Also, he calls non-Divine lights
unstable, and incapable of showing the truth* In other words,
religious pluralism is founded on a view which assumes plurality of
religions. Even if such plurality may be imagined, it is in the non-
revealed schools (schools which are not connected to the source
of revelation). Such schools are not representing the truth.

Finally, I emphasize that by appealing to such parables,
Mowlana can never be called relativist, pluralist, and religious
pluralist. Within the frame of Islam, however, Mowlana has
supra-sectional ideas, and we think that he cannot be confined
within the frame of one of the schools stemmed from Islam.

Notes

1. For more details, see Rashad Ali Akbar, Principles of, and Obstacles to Religious
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Nicholson, 1: 1105-1106
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9. Ibid, 2: 1599
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11. Though sometimes in the course of history there had been debates between
believers in various religions, meeting between religions has, because of
extensive exchanges between human societies, tumed into one of the main
problems in our times. That is why some thinkers like Mr. John Hick has
mentioned such conditions as their motivation to present the theory of religious
pluralism. (Problems in Religious Pluralism, First Chapter).

12. See, History of Philosophy of Religion.
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14. Differences and difficulties arise from this saying, because this is not a
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(complete) similitude: it is (only) a comparison.

Endless are the differences between the corporeal figure of a lion and the figure
of a courageous son of man.

But at the moment of (making) the comparison consider, O thou who hast good
insight, their oneness in respect of hazarding their lives.

For, after all, the courageous man did resemble the lion, (though) he is not like
the lion in all points of the definition, Mathnawi, ibid, 4: 419-422.

Ibid., 2: 2980 and 2983.

ibid, 1265-67.

Ibid, 2: 3674; for this interpretation, see Estelami, Mohammad, Ta‘igat, Third
Book, pp 274-5.

Just as the single light of the sun in heaven is a hundred in relation to the house-
courts (on which it shines).

But when you remove the walls, all the lights (falling) on them are one.

When the (bodily) houses have no foundation remaining, the Faithful remain
one soul. (ibid, 4: 416-18). It should be noted that for Mowlana, faithful is the
same as Muslim. He has said:

It is because of their different viewpoints, O thou the core of existence, that
there are difference between the believer, Gabr and Jew (this couplet is
translated by the translator of the present article).

So long as the sun is shining on the horizon, its light is a guest in every house;
Again, when the spiritual Sun sets, the light in all the houses disappears (ibid, 4:
459-60)

If ten lamps are present in (one) place, each differs in form from another.

To distinguish without any doubt the light of each, when you tumn your face
towards their light, is impossible (ibid, 1: 678-9)

Again, when the moon is born from the Hindu, Night, a light falls upon every
window.

Count the light of those hundred houses as one, for the light of this (house)
does not remain (in existence) without (the light of) the other. (ibid, 4: 456-7)
The Holy Quran, 49: 10.

ibid, 3: 84.

ibid, 4: 450-1.

At night a lamp is placed in every house, in order that by its light they (the
inmates) may be delivered from darknes.

“The lamp is (like) this body, its light like the (animal) soul; it requires a wick
and this and that.

That lamp with six wicks, namely, these senses, is based entirely upon sleep and
food.

Without food and sleep it would not live half a moment; nor even with food
and sleep does it live either.

Without wick and oil it has no duration, and with wick and oil it is also faithless
(transient), (4: 425-9)

The animal soul does not posses oneness: seek not thou this oneness from the
airy (vital) spirit (ibid, 4: 411)

The souls of wolves and dogs are separate, every one; souls of the Lions of God
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are united (4: 414)

I have told you the purpose of this lamp of animal sense-perception. Beware of
seeking to become one (with it in spirit). (4: 447)

If this lamp dies and is extinguished, (yet) how should the neighbour’s house
become dark?

Inasmuch as without this (lamp), the light in that house is still maintained, hence
(it follows that) the lamp of sense-perception is different in every house

This is a parable of the animal soul, not a parable of the Divine soul (4: 454-6)
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Religions: Unity or multiplicity?
(A critique of Transcendental Unity of Religions)
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Abstract

Traditinalists hate spedial vew on the dizersity of religions; alled
"Transeerdental Unity of religions’. This tew is rooted in Schourn's
work with the sane title. This essay illustrates the foundations of
traditionalists” view and then aitiazes these foundations. Acaording
to the author, there is no difference betuven this vew and religious
pluralism.  Pluralism is the nmin pre-assurnption of traditionalists
who maintain no doubt about it. The pre-assumption is anong the
adnewerments of the new trend of thought and modernism.
Keywords: Traditionalism, Transendental unity of religion,
prenmial philosophy, Absolute Truth, Esoteric aspect of religion,
E xoteric aspedt of religion.

Traditionalists have a special perspective on religious multiplicity
which they call “Transcendental Unity'. The issue was expanded by
Schoun, a traditionalist scholar, in a work of the same title. The
same topic has been also explained, though implicitly, in the
works of Genon. But schoun has laid a special foundation for the
issue and in fact the most important role played by him in
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traditionalism is determination of the relations between and
among religions and explaining their relations to Truth.

Religions do differ from one another in significant aspects and
according to Schoun these differences have prevented mutual
understanding of religions. In his opinion one of the main
causes of such differences lies in the approach to the Absolute
Being which has a different station in every religion in such a
way that comparison of these stations renders the issue illusory
and unrealistic.

As a whole Schoun stresses four aspects of religions including
1. diversity of revelations and religious forms, 2. Orthodoxy,
3. distinction between exoteric and esoteric realms and
relationship between the two, and 4. the transcendental unity of
religions. He has repeatedly reiterated these aspects in his works
stating their application to religious issues.!

Traditionalists consider one of the functions of prennial
philosophy to observe truths beyond the veil of multiplicity and
to grasp the unity from which all Divine rituals and rites
emanate. That is why they resort to a certain kind of
hermeneutics. Nasr has the following to say on the issue.

“Achieving this objective is possible only through resorting to
that metaphysical knowledge which leads to a knowledge of
existential degree and manifestation of the truths of the Sublime
Plane in this lowly world of matter. It is only in the light of
hermeneutic knowledge, which is aware of inner dimensions and
objective truths which are at times veiled and unveiled by
phenomena. And these objectives may be achieved beyond all
the psychological, historical and linguistic confusions covering
many things even the very concept of hermeneutics in recent
years. Another objective of this effort is to discover the truth
shining in the heart of all religions and manifests the Absolute
Being in its own framework; the Being without whom no
religion has any credibility."?
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Diversity of Revelations and Religious Forms

Schoun’s first claim is that religious diversity should be looked
upon within the framework of separation from the Absolute
Truth. Religions or revelations or traditions are all forms of the
Absolute Truth. Yet, the Absolute Truth is beyond these forms.
As such, every religion or tradition is a peculiar form of the
Truth and muiltiplicity takes place in the realm of forms as there
is no multiplicity in the Absolute Being. When we talk about
multiplicity in fact we are referring to forms. Therefore , the
Truth, revelation and trandition are not synanimous terms.3

Oassionlly Schoun has expressed the said point in these
words;" Various revelations have been conveyed to humans
through different Divine languages and as we must avoid the
idea of “true and false’ languages, we also need to understand the
necessity and credibility of diversified revelations."4

Not all minds may grasp the principle of diversification of
revelation and, the implications will remain detestful for majority
of the faithful , and this concerns the very nature of affairs.

Yet, from the perspective of traditionalism, everyone who
wishes to understand religions as well as the inner relations of
various traditions in exact terms has no way other than accepting
this principle decisively.

Regarding the term ‘revelation’ it is necessary to mention here
that in the traditionalism’s terminology it carries a special
meaning. Revelation is different from visioning and discovering
God. Revelation always signifies the formal origin and
springhead of a tradition. Also, revelation differs from
inspiration and this distinction is felt in various traditions.

According to traditionalists, every revelation or religion has a
dual nature. All revelations contain in themselves all affairs
necessary for man’s salvation and is then complete from this
aspect while each is addressing a certain number of human
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beings in certain conditions. From the latter point of view every
religion is deficient and limited in scope. Among the
traditionlists Nasr offers the most exact description in this
connection:

"Every revealed religion is both absolute and special. It is
absolute because it has the Absolute Truth and means of
accessing it within itself and, is special because it lays stress on
spiritual and psychological needs of a certain community of
human beings who are the addressees of that religion and as
such, it emphasizes a certain aspect of truth."

Elsewhere and under what he calls “The Universality Principle
of Religion” Nasr discusses it as an important principle and
bases his debate on the Quran and narrations. According to a
prophetic narration, God has sent 124000 messengers to various
nations and communities as stated in the Quran (Yonus, 49).
“There has been a prophet assigned to every community” and
“We did not send any messenger unless (he spoke) in the
language of his people” (Ibrahim, 4). The universality of
prophethood which has been relayed so clearly in the Quran is
tentamount to the universality of tradition or religion and this
means that all proper religions have descended from the celestial
plane and are not man — made. This principle not only testifies
to the presence of Divine revelation in the Ibrahimic tradition
but also among all nations. As such, the Quran believes in the
principle of universality of religion in explicit terms.5

Of course the universality principle does not indicate that all
present religions are truthful. The principle only says that every
tribe and community has had a messenger. In other words this
principle only speaks of the all-encompassing presence of
Divine revelation but it never says that revelations have been left
untampered and undistorted.
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The essence of Religion

The most fundamental question brought about in the realm of
religion is: What is religion? From the perspective of
traditionalists no response may be provided to this question
without referring to the concept of revelation and tradition.
From the traditionalist's view every religion is in fact a
combination of two elements or two pillars and foundations.
These two are: A doctrine that draws distinction between
absolute and relative, or, absolute right and relative right and,
between what is of an absolute value and what is of relative
value. The other element is a method of concentration on Truth
for one to connect oneself to the absolute and, living according
to the Divine will and in proportion to human destination and
objective.t

Drawing distinction between relative and absolute right takes
meaning in the framework of traditionalism. Thus the above
statement is a theoretical definition of religion; that is religion
becomes meaningful only in a certain theoretical framework and
loses its credibility when taken out of that framework. So, these
theoretical definitions are creditable only to those who accept
the related theory.

Today there have been many definitions offered on the
philosophy of religion dealing with the quality and nature of
religion which can be compared with the above-mentioned
definition so that the weak and strong points of each of them
may come to light.

Distinction between Orthodoxy and Heterodoxy

One of the most important problems for which the
traditionalist should find a solution is presentation of a criterion
for distinction between orthodoxy and heterodoxy. The
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traditionalists do not welcome heterodoxy as they regard it a
deviation from orthodoxy which does not comply with the
original tradition hidden in the heart of religions. But on what
criterion is this distinction or separation based? In this
connection we are faced with three different criteria:

A. Heterodoxies usually have a mundane and unholy form and
at times are presented in the form of mystical schools whose
contents are egotistic illusions. Schoun writes:

“Heterodoxies either put forth a deceptive, unholy and
humanistic form of religion and/or are presented in the form of
mystical schools whose contents are nothing but ego and
illusions."”

B. Heterodoxies lack suitable teachings. The suitability of the
teachings is merely determined by a metaphysical insight that has
been nourished within complete traditions.

C. The third criterion is to consider the so-called fruits of the
schools. Traditionalists lay stress on two kinds of “fruits’. Firstly,
every orthodox tradition breeds great saints and men of wisdom
who bear witness to the spirituality of that tradition. Secondly,
the sacred art is one of the most significant fruitions of
orthodoxy.?

But a question comes to mind at once. How do Orthodox
traditions view each other? Obviously they accuse one another
of heterodoxy.

For instance from Buddhism’s perspective Hinduism is not an
orthodox school. But within Buddhism too, existing
heterodoxies aside, only the main school is considered as
orthodox. This in fact leads to a paradox. Because a tradition has
to be orthodox and heterodox, i.e., truthful and false both at the
same time. The solution to this paradox should be sought in the
role played by formal elements of religions. In the opinion of
traditionalist these elements may never be applied in a literal way
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beyond the perspective adopted by the tradition itself.

This paradox originates in our literal application of framework
provided by the tradition itself. Schoun presents the issue in the
following words:

“Traditional orthodoxy means to be in compliance with a
doctrinal or ritualistic form and more importantly, it means to
be concordant with the truth embedded within all revelational
forms. As such, the essence of every orthodoxy is its intrinsic
fact”.10

Exoteric Dimension Versus Esotric Dimension

The most significant part of Schoun’s viewpoint is the
separation of exoteric dimension of religion from its esoteric
side. This separation is indicative of the impact of mystical
debates on Schoun’s view. Separating the exoteric side from the
esoteric is among the theoretical mysticism’s key points and
Schoun uses this distinction as a model for understanding
relations among religions. He draws a decisive distinction
between exoteric and esoteric realms of religions. This so-called
demarcation does not concern the fundamental difference
between religions. Rather, this line is a horizental one that
divides all religions into two categories of exoteric and esoteric
levels.1!

In Schoun’s view, existence has various levels and grades.
Above all the levels and forms of existence is God or the
Absolute Being,

Religions meet each other in that point because they are
convergent at Absolute Being,

But the more distant religions become from this focal point,
the more divergent they shall be from one another. So, religions
reach one another at the esoteric level and become convergent
while at the exoteric level they turn divergent and sink in
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differences.

It should be noted that mystics believe in two levels of
separating exoteric from esoteric:

1. Semantic Level: This level concems the meaning in the
Quranic text. The Quran has exoteric and esoteric meanings.
Mystics usually do not believe in any end for the esoteric
meanings of the Quran.12

2. Ontological Level: Existence has inner and outer levels, so
has every being. All beings are indeed manifestations of
existence and are only the “appearance” while the Absolute Being
is their ‘hidden’ or ‘innermost” aspect.

That is why some mystics have said:

“Verily the inner part of every creature is Absolute Truth or
the very appearance of Truth is creation.!3

Schoun employs the said mystical distinction to separate
religions from each other in exoteric and esoteric aspects.

Religions may be considered truthful from an esoteric aspect
but from an exoteric angle no religion enjoys absolute credibility.
Exoteric elements are exclusive to each religion and cannot be
applied beyond the scope of that religion. Now for a religion to
be regarded as truthful from an esoteric side, certain criteria
must be applied. In Schoun’s idea such criteria include: 1. The
religion should rely on a sufficient and clear doctrine regarding
the Absolute Being; 2. The religion should praise and materialize
a kind of spirituality which is on equal footing with its doctrine;
3. The religion should enjoy a Divineand not philosophical a
origin, and 4. The religion should be in inundated with a holy or
blessed presence which shall be manifested especially in miracles
and sacred art.

Obviously the above perspective requires relativism in the
exoteric aspect of religions as they contain the Absolute Truth
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only esoterically and, the exoteric components of religion are
creditable only within that religion itself and become relative.

We cannot then compare exoteric elements as they stand valid
only in the realm of their related religion.

Even if we condone the problem of relativity we still face
another problem: whence has Schoun brought the said criteria?
Why should a religion meet the four mentioned criteria if it is to
b considered esoterically trueand not other criteria? Are these
criteria gained out of a review of certain religions or are they
based on a certain set of evidences and justifications?

There also exists a special ambiguity in this trend of thought
concerning the relationship between the exoteric and esoteric
aspects. What is the connection between the two? We may say
the two aspects have no relationship and are totally alienated
from one another.

This assumption opens the door to a series of problems: If the
formal (exoteric) components are alien from the esoteric truth,
then why they are not found only in one religion? Clearly there is
a relation between those elements and the esoteric truth;
otherwise we have no bridge to cross over from the exoteric to
the esoteric. But if we accept the existence of a relationship
between the two, then we have to also believe in some kind of
absolute value for the exoteric elements as well.

The Gem and the Shell of Religions

At times to indicate the difference between the esoteric truth
and exoteric aspects the traditionalists speak of the gem and the
‘shell’” of religions. Every religion has a shell and a gem within it.
The gem has unlimited imperatives because it emanates from the
Absolute Being, But the shell is a relative issue with limited
imperatives. According to Schoun:



Alireza Qaeminia 69

"In spite of realizing the above, two realities cannot be
condoned. Firstly, at the level of mere appearances nothing
enjoys absolute value; secondly , as far as the faithful in other
religions are concerned the literalist and exclusivist
interpretations of religious messages are denied by the relative
ineffectivity of these messages. This of course does not take
place in the realms of expansion of those messages that have
been prescribed by God."14

At times Schoun uses the following debate to prove his point,
saying: “If the claim of literalist Islam were absolute and not
relative no well intentioned man could oppose it and anyone
opposing it would be a heterodox as the situation was in the
early days of Islam when no one, other than a deviant, could
prefer magical idols to the purified God of Abraham. For
instance Saint John of Damascuss held a high office in the
Caliph’s court in that city without having to embrace Islam. in
the cases of Franciss of Assizi in Tunisia, Saint Lewis in Egypt
or Saint Gregory Palamus in Turkey, none of them had
embraced Islam. It may then be concluded that those saints were
either ill-acting individuals — and this is meaningless because
they were saints — or, the claim of Islam, like those of other
religions, is relative to some extent"15

The manner of reasoning, however, does not prove Schoun’s
assumption. Those saints were great men in their own religions
on the basis of intrinsic criteria of those religions. Yet, it cannot
be deduced from this reality that all those individuals were
absolutely truthful in their religious claims. In other words the
dilemma (they were either ill-acting, or, Islam’s claim is relative
like those of other religions) presented by schoun is a false
dilemma. Another form may also be perceived: Those
individuals have been saints while Islam’s claim is not relative. A
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religion may speak of Absolute Truth and this has no
discrepancy with the existence of saints in other religions. Those
saints are saints because they meet the intrinsic criteria of their

own traditions. Being a saint is not collateral with arriving at
Absolute Truth.

Schounls Geometrical Allegory

Literalism and exclusivism are applied to the exoteric level of
religions. At times to indicate limitations arising from the ‘shell’
(Le,outer layer) of religionschoun uses a geometrical allegory:
“As a certain geometrical form is in capable of demonstrating all
space-related possibilities neither is a certain religious message
able to go beyond limits imposed on it by its shell.”

Schoun’s geometrical allegory does not prove his claim and
appears to be a taken for granted allegory.

We may find a multitude of allegories like this which indicate
certain limitations. But what reason is there to believe in the
similitude of the allegory to the relationship between exoteric
and esoteric aspects of religion.

In other words mystics offer many allegories for showing the
kind of relation between the limited (exoteric) and unlimited
(esoteric); allegories such as the ‘wave’ and ‘sea’, letter a and
other alphabets, etc., But such allegories never justify their
claims. Schoun has accepted this assumption implyingly that the
objective of religions is to show the Absolute Truth and the
Divine Being but no religion is able to indicate that Absolute
Truth and Being in exoteric terms.

As such that Truth is intrinsically embeded in religions and
other issues are Just external elemements accompanied with
limitations. On the basis of such a pre-sumption Schoun claims
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that religions are united at the esoteric level which reflects the
Absolute Truth while differences concern the exoteric aspects.
This pre-assumption has a special significance in the
Transcendental Unity of religions and serves a foundation on
which the whole idea is built.

A question may be posed at this pre-assumption. What reason
is at hand for this implied claim that the objective of all religions
is to reveal the Absolute Truth and Being? One of the important
points lies in the very difference existing between the objectives
of religions.

Major differences separating religions in this connection
prevent us from busying ourselves with generalities.

Schoun also employs the mystical separation of exoteric and
esoteric aspects for proposing another point about religions too.
But the above statement clarifies the difference between
Schoun’s idea and that of the mystics. The mystics, by putting
forth the issue of pantheism and stating that the universe is a
manifestation of Divine Truth, have demonstrated the relation
between Indefinite (God) and finite (the manifest), The manifest
beings are limited but all are intrinsically united. The esoteric
side of the universe is the Absolute Being. Now if we employ,
like he mystics, the same model to depict the manner in which
God and universe are related, still its imposition on religions and
using it for understanding their multiplicity is faced with
problems.

Lack of Rationality

Shoun and traditionalists in general, do not prove their points
of view in a logjcal way and fail to offer rational evidences to
support them.

“Transcendental Unity of Religions” is not an exception to this
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general practice of traditionalists and no conventional
rationalization is offered on it. Schoun only proposes a special
model by resorting to the mystical separation of esoteric from
exoteric in order to understand religious muiltiplicity. But no
view shall be all organized by offering a model only. The model
should be proven as a sound one.

Why other models are unable to explain the multiplicity of
religions? what prerogative does the idea of Transcendental
Unity of religion have as compared to other models? Schoun has
no acceptable response to such questions. He has just accepted a
pre-assumption and bases his model of understanding religions
multiplicity on that. His pre-assumption is that all religions are
truthful and demonstrate the Divine Reality and Absolute Being,

Pluralism is the main pre-assumption of traditionalists who
maintain no doubt about it. The pre-assumption is among the
achievements of the new trend of thought and modernism.
Moderm societies have accepted pluralism as an applied
principle. Though against the new trend of thought,
traditionalists are also influenced by it in looking at religions. Of
course the terms they use differ from those employed by
advocates of new trend of thought but traditionalists follow the
former in the said pre-assumption.
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Religious Ambiguity in Hick/s
Religious Pluralism

Amir Dastnaldiian

Abstract

Much has been said on the religious pluralism of John Hidc but little
attention has been given to a key step in his arqument for religious
pluralism. This key step is the obsermtion that the uniterse is
religiously ambiguous. Hidc hinself is anbiquous about what he
means by ‘religous ambiguity/. In this essay I will attempt to redify
this ambiguity by analsing the notion of “religious anbiguity and
arguing uhat interpretation of this term Hide must conmmit hinself to.
Keywords: Johm Hid, pluralism, diwersity, — ambiguity,
episternology, philosophy, religion.

Introduction

John Hick is arguably the foremost philosophical proponent of
religious pluralism today. An Interpretation of Religion is widely
viewed as the final statement of his theory of religion.! In this
book Hick expresses the idea that religious experience
(construed very broadly) provides a justification for adopting
religious beliefs. This is because, Hick claims, it is rational for a
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person to adopt religious beliefs in accordance with his
experience. But different people have different experiences so
how can they all be rational in their conflicting beliefs? This is
the epistemic problem of religious diversity. Hick’s solution to
the problem is to recognise that people have different, yet
equally justified, experiences of the same ambiguous reality.
Furthermore, all religions are partially correct with no religion
being completely correct. No religion is completely correct
because any human interpretation of reality is very limited.

Hick is not altogether clear on what he means by ‘religious
ambiguity, even though it is an important part of his argument
for his interpretation of religion. Hick says,

By the religious ambiguity of the world I do not mean that it
has no definite character but that it is capable from our present
human vantage point of being thought and experienced in both
religious and naturalistic ways.2

However, Hick speaks of the “objective ambiguity” of the
universe as if to say there is something in the character of the
universe which is ambiguous:

the universe, as presently accessible to us, is religiously
ambiguous in that it is capable of being interpreted intellectually
and experientially in both religious and naturalistic ways. [...]
[TThe objective ambiguity of our environment consists in the
fact that it is azpable of being interpreted in a variety of ways [...].3

So, on the one hand Hick seems to speak of the universe
having a definite character, and on the other hand he speaks of
the universe having an indefinite character.

This essay is aimed at discovering how exactly we should
interpret Hick. I will begin by outlining Hick’s interpretation of
religion. Secondly, I will discuss what ‘religious ambiguity’ could
mean. Thirdly, I conclude by stressing that the success of Hick's
interpretation of religion depends on further argument.

Hick’s Interpretation of Religion
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The Justification for Religious Belief

At the beginning of his argument for the reasonableness of
religious belief Hick makes it clear that it is by way of religious
experience that religious belief can be made to seem reasonable.*
According to Hick, for a person to undergo religious
experiences is for the person to make a choice about the way he
interprets the universe that surrounds him. In a phrase, a person
who undergoes religious experience lives by faith and not by
sight such that he, for example, feels as if his life is lived in the
presence of God.5 Hick does not aim to show that religious
experiences are veridical but rather that it is reasonable for those
who have them to suppose that they are veridical. Hick points
out that we have to rely on our sensory experiences even though
we cannot logically prove them to be veridical. There is no
logical proof, suggests Hick, of an external world yet it is
reasonable to believe in our sensory experiences.® Similarly, we
have to rely on our religious experiences even though we cannot
prove them to be veridical.

From Hick's discussion of the reasonableness of religious
belief it transpires that he is referring to epistemic justification
deontologically construed. Hick is under no pretence that a
person cannot be wrong about his religious experience.” The
point Hick is trying to make is just that it is reasonable for a
person who undergoes religious experience to suppose that his
experiences are veridical® In this regard Hick specifically
mentions entitlement.?

The foregoing resonates with the approaches of other
contemporary analytical philosophers of religion. For example, the
doxastic practice approach of Alston!, Plantinga’s basic belief
apologetic! and Swinburne’s Principle of Credulity.!2 Alston,
Hick, Plantinga, and Swinburne all believe that, generally speaking,
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religious experiences can be trusted. However, Hick (unlike the
others) has a partly Kantian epistemology, for Hick religious
experience cannot be trusted to give information about reality in
any straightforward sense of reality, as will soon be discussed.

The Epistemic Challenge from Religious Diversity

As I have explained, Hick affirms that religious experience
justifies religious belief. However, different people have
different religious experiences and this has given rise to different
religious beliefs. Can all the different beliefs, which may even
contradict each other, be justified? If not, it would seem that
Hick’s suggestion has been defeated. If yes, then it would seem
that there is an anomaly.

For Hick, neither religious epistemic exclusivism nor naturalism
can solve this problem.)® Religious epistemic exclusivism is the
view that one particular religious ideology is exclusively true or
justified. Naturalism here refers to the view which rejects religious
experience as delusory. Hick feels pushed to find a path to
religious epistemic pluralism which is the view that more than one
particular religious ideology is true or justified. Although Hick
believes that it is reasonable for a person to trust his religious
experiences to be veridical and to form beliefs on the basis of
them he maintains that it would be arbitrary to hold one’s own
religious experiences as reasonable to the exception of all others,
in the absence of good reasons.!* As Hick (in debate with fellow
Christians) says, the alternative to some kind of religious
pluralism is to leave unexplained the immensely significant fact
that the other great world faiths are as epistemically well based as
Christianity; and also that they seem, when judged by their fruits,
to be morally on a par with Christianity.!>

Indeed, for Hick, epistemic pluralism saves the credibility of
religious belief. Were it not for the pluralist explanation for
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religious diversity, suggests Hick, we would have to doubt the
reliability of religious experience and therefore religious belief.16
After all, mutually inconsistent reports of an event would create
doubts concerning the reliability of each report. Similarly,
mutually inconsistent religious ideologies create doubts
concerning the reliability of each ideology.

Hickis Religious Epistemic Pluralism

At this juncture in the essay it is appropriate to present in
more detail the understanding of religion which Hick believes
solves the epistemic challenge of religious diversity. Hick's
understanding of religion results in various types of pluralism, of
which epistemic pluralism (defined above) will be of interest to
me in this essay.

Hick builds his interpretation of religion, which has both
epistemological and non-epistemological aspects, upon a simple
Kantian distinction which he claims is one of Kant’s most basic
epistemological insights.)” The distinction is between two types
of reality: reality as it is in itself and reality as it is perceived by a
subject. The former type of reality may be called ‘actuality’ but
Kant calls it the ‘noumenon’. The latter type of reality involves
the interpretation of the mind of the subject and is therefore
called “phenomenal” by Kant. So, the noumenal world is that
which exists independently of human consciousness whereas the
phenomenal world is the world as it appears to human
consciousness. Hick claims that the idea that the mind
contributes to the character of its perceived environment has
been “massively confirmed” by cognitive and social psychology
and in the sociology of knowledge.!8 According to Hick the
Kantian distinction between noumenal and phenomenal is also
supported by the realisation that it is quite normal to expect
something to appear differently to different people depending
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upon their location, their sensory and mental faculties, and their
interpretive habits.1

Hick appeals to this distinction to argue for a pluralist
“hypothesis”. The hypothesis is that each of the great religious
traditions of the world is based on an attempt to understand the
noumenon but each great religious tradition only manages to
construct a partially adequate understanding of the noumenon in
its own cultural terms. In other words, the understanding of the
noumenon in each religious tradition is only how the noumenon
appears to the people in that tradition.

For the pluralist hypothesis Hick replaces reference to the
‘noumenon’ with reference to the ‘Real’ as it is in itself.20 The
‘Real’ is Hick’s preferred term for the ‘Ultimate’, the ‘One’, or
‘Ultimate Reality’, and so forth. The equivalent of phenomenal
reality in the pluralist hypothesis is the Real as variously
understood by different religious traditions rather than as it
actually is.

The Real as it is in itself transcends positive characterisations
by humans; it can only be known ua negatian, that is, by saying
what it is not.2! For example, the Real is not finite and is not
tully knowable by humans. The Real as it is in itself cannot be
experienced by humans therefore there are no human concepts
which are applicable to the Real as it is in itself.22 It follows that
no human descriptions of the Real can be literally true.

Although literal descriptions of the Real are not possible Hick
does allow for non-literal descriptions of the Real. Hick calls
these ‘myths’.2> A true myth appropriately relates us to the Real
by causing us to behave appropriately in relation to the Real and
to have an appropriate attitude regarding it. In practice an
appropriate relation to the Real is for a response to any one of
its manifestations to be appropriate. The manifestations of the
Real are the various personal deities and impersonal absolutes of
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the world religions such as Allah, God the Father, Shiva, and
Brahman.

Hick says the Real is a required postulate in order to solve the
challenge of religious diversity. However, others have criticised
the concept of the ‘Real’ by saying either that it is such a vague
concept that it is useless or that it is defined through so many
negations that it amounts to nothing Aslan considers the
concept of the Real to be the most problematic aspect of Hick’s
pluralistic hypothesis.%> But it occurs to me that the problem of
affirming and describing a transcendent ineffable being is not
unique to Hick. For the introduction to the second edition of
An Interpretation of Religion Hick lists the objections which have
been made to his book and accordingly offers responses. The
first objection and response is in fact regarding the concept of
the Real.

As alluded to above, Hick’s interpretation of religion, applies
to the great religious traditions, but what distinguishes great
religious traditions from non-great religious traditions? It is the
ability to transform a person from self-centredness to reality-
centredness. Hick says,

Religious traditions in their various components — beliefs,
modes of experience, scriptures, rituals, disciplines, ethics and
lifestyles, social rules and organisations — have greater or less
value according as they promote or hinder the salvific
transformation [sic].26

With the pluralist hypothesis in place Hick discusses various
theistic and non-theistic conceptions of the Real and argues in
some detail that they are all consistent with his hypothesis.
Hick’s claim is that the distinction between the Real as it is in
itself and as experienced is present in each of the great religious
traditions, but to differing degrees.”

Hick’s pluralist interpretation of religion appears to solve the
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challenge of religious diversity with a simple postulation,
specifically, the postulation of the Real. The pluralist hypothesis
maintains that it is not just the core beliefs of one religious
tradition which are true but rather that the core beliefs of all the
great religious traditions are true (at least mythically or non-
literally so). Although the pluralist hypothesis advocates that
some changes need to be made within religious traditions in
order to accommodate the hypothesis these changes, it is
argued, are not alien to the religious traditions. It is not
advocated that such radical reinterpretations of religion be made
as those of anti-realists such as Braithwaite, Cupitt, Feuerbach,
Phillips, and Randall (all of whom are discussed by Hick).?8
Religious Ambiguity

What is Religious Ambiguity?

Ambiguity can be construed in two main ways. On the one
hand it can mean that those aspects of the universe which can
be experienced appear ambiguous to humans as a result of
ignorance (which is potentially ‘overcomable’). I will call this
temporary ambiguity. On the other hand ‘ambiguity’ can mean
that the experiencable universe is itself ambiguous and will
always be ambiguous however much knowledge humans obtain.
I will call this permanent ambiguity. The first meaning of
‘ambiguity’ invokes a sense of the unknown and the second
meaning invokes a sense of the unknowable.

I define temporary religious ambiguity as follows. The
experiencable universe is temporarily religiously ambiguous if, at
a given time, and despite the best of human intellectual efforts,
one religious ideology cannot be distinguished from others on
truth-conducive grounds, without there being reason to suggest
that this stalemate must necessarily be the case for all time.

As for permanent religious ambiguity, it can be defined
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similarly. The experiencable universe is permanently religiously
ambiguous if it is inescapably the case in this life that one
religious ideology can never be distinguished from all other
religious ideologjes on truth-conducive evidential grounds.

That many people of intelligence subscribe to different
religious ideologies suggests that the universe is at least
temporarily religiously ambiguous, for if it were otherwise then
intelligent people would not have disagreed on how it should be
conceptualised. In the case of temporary religious ambiguity
only one of a number of incompatible religious ideologies will
be true. But perhaps the subject matter of religion is too
complex to be either true or false in which case the idea that the
world is permanently religiously ambiguous becomes credible. A
person could, for example, reasonably interpret reality as created
rather than an uncreated brute fact; mystical experience as
veridical rather than hallucinatory; or a person may interpret his
life in terms of destiny rather than chance. If there are no facts
of the matter regarding these differing interpretations of features
of the universe then a permanent religious ambiguity thesis
would seem appropriate.

One likeness of permanent ambiguity is that of the physical
ambiguity of light. Light can in cases correctly be interpreted as
being a particle and in other cases correctly be interpreted as
being a wave. Another likeness of permanent ambiguity is that
of the duckrabbit puzzle picture which can be correctly
experienced as either a rabbit or as a duck.

If the experiencable universe is temporarily ambiguous it
means that the universe has a precise and definite character but
is nevertheless understood in different ways due to incomplete
knowledge about it. In this scenario, it could be said that
humans are at present dumbfounded by the universe but an
advanced race (such as the human race in 1,000 years time) may
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tind ways to calculate the answers to religious, ideological,
metaphysical, and philosophical questions akin to the way we
now calculate complicated mathematical problems. For example,
in principle there is a unique correct answer for 1,985,436%3% x
€2132, but in practice a human would require a computer to find
the correct answer to a good level of accuracy.

If the experienceable universe is permanently ambiguous it has
an imprecise and indefinite character and the property of being
understood in different ways even if there is complete
knowledge about it. Permanent ambiguity is about more than a
thing having different aspects. For example, something as
mundane as water has different aspects, that is, it can correctly
be understood in different ways by chemists, sociologists, and
economists, and so forth. But water is not permanently
ambiguous because the understandings chemists, sociologists,
economists, and so forth, have of water are not incompatible.
Neither do each of the understandings claim to be
comprehensive, that is, about all (or many) aspects of water.

There is yet another way to explain the two senses of religious
ambiguity. The world is temporarily religiously ambiguous if an
omniscient and perfectly reasonable being could judge one of
the many differing human religious ideologies to be true.
However, if an ommniscient and perfectly reasonable being
recognises that a number of the differing human religious
ideologies are equally true then the world is permanently
religiously ambiguous.

Permanent religious ambiguity could be due to human
cognitive limitations rather than the way the universe is in itself.
According to this idea, try as we might, we humans are just not
capable of understanding the universe as it really is, that is, as an
omniscient and perfectly reasonable being understands it. This is
because humans interpret the experiencable universe by using
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concepts and can therefore only see the universe, so to speak,
through tinted spectacles and not as the universe in fact is.

The thesis that the experiencable universe is religiously
ambiguous could be both an epistemological and a metaphysical
thesis. It is clearly an epistemological thesis, in both its
temporary and permanent forms, because it makes a claim about
our knowledge: either that our religious beliefs are highly
disputable or that there is no single correct way to think of, or
give religious meaning to, the experiencable universe. I think the
permanent religious ambiguity thesis could also be understood
to be a metaphysical thesis if it says the universe is so
constructed that it does not lend itself to unambiguous religious
interpretation, even by a cognitive subject with unlimited powers
and information.

Hick's Argument for Religious Ambiguity

Before determining the type of religious ambiguity Hick needs
to commit himself to in order to make his pluralist hypothesis
coherent, it would be prudent to acquire a deeper understanding
of religious ambiguity in Hick’s thought. This can be done by
examining Hick’s arguments for religious ambiguity.

Hick lends support to his observation that the universe is
religiously ambiguous by way of two theses which will be
explained below. There is also an additional idea which can be
gleaned from his work. This will be presented below also.

Cognitive Freedom

According to Hick our environment is capable of being
interpreted, or given meaning, in a variety of ways.? Hick
identifies three aspects, or levels, of the universe to which
humans respond.® These levels are the natural (or physical), the
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social (or ethical), and the religious. We have great liberty to
interpret the universe at the religious level and also at the social
level. Hick calls this liberty ‘cognitive freedony’.

The appropriateness of a person’s response to the physical
aspect of the universe is largely determined If a person
responds to the physical aspect of the universe in an
inappropriate way, that is, does not understand it correctly or
does not find it meaningful then he may well die. In contrast to
the physical level of universe, the appropriateness of a person’s
response to the ethical aspect of the universe is largely (but not
completely) undetermined. When a person interacts with others
he has an inclination to treat them as people also. Anything
other than this would be hardhearted to say the least. However,
he can subdue or go against his inclination that the humans he
interacts with are people and that he has a duty to behave
ethically toward them. Hick points out that people often manage
to convince themselves strongly that unethical behaviour is
ethical behaviour.3! At the religious level people are able to
completely ignore any religious yearning or tendency to interpret
life experiences in a religious way.

Hick develops a concept of ‘experiencing-as’ from
Wittgenstein’s concept of ‘seeing-as’ in order to explain how a
person gives meaning to the universe3? The outcome in
consciousness of interpreting the universe is that an object is
experienced as such-and-such. This is true, according to Hick,
for all conscious experience. For example, the famous duck-
rabbit puzzle picture which can correctly be experienced in
different ways. Other examples include experiencing a building
as a house, or experiencing a figure near the letterbox as a
human who is a postman. ‘Experiencing-as’ can also be called
‘recognising’ or ‘identifying’. In sum, Hick maintains that all
conscious experience is “concept-laden” because people,
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through use of language, have created conceptual structures with
which they have interpreted their experiences.®® The different
conceptual structures present among people reflect the different
cultures of the earth and allow scope for there to be different
interpretations of the universe.

Theism vs. Naturalism

Hick further argues for religious ambiguity by assessing
arguments for and against theism. Hick uses theism as an
example to illustrate that arguments for religious viewpoints are
not definitive. Hick assesses numerous arguments for theism
and numerous arguments for naturalism and finds that none of
them are definitive and therefore feels forced to conclude that
the universe is religiously ambiguous.3* In other words, for Hick,
religious ambiguity is the best explanation for religious diversity.
This is rather like a pessimistic meta-induction: because all of the
main arguments for theism or for naturalism can be interpreted
in different ways all such arguments will be interpretable in
different ways.35 Not only can the phenomena which are used to
support a religious outlook of the universe have their persuasive
force neutralised, so too can the phenomena which are used to
support a non-religious outlook of the universe have their
persuasive force neutralised.

Godel s Theorem

Godel’s first incompleteness theorem shows that any formal
system that includes enough of the theory of natural numbers is
incomplete. This means that the system contains statements that
are neither provably true nor provably false. Hick speculates that
perhaps there is something like this in metaphysics.3¢ So, for any
system of religious belief there is at least one belief which is
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unprovable. After all, religious systems of belief seek to
conceptualise that which we, as humans, are ourselves a part of,
namely religious reality. Perhaps it is theoretically impossible for
us to ever comprehend religious reality in its entirety.

Conclusion

Having presented Hick’s pluralist interpretation of religion,
and having distinguished between two types of religious
ambiguity, we are now in a position to ask whether Hick
advocates temporary religious ambiguity or permanent religious
ambiguity. From the two quotations in the introduction it would
seem that Hick advocates both types of religious ambiguity!
This, of course, is something which is not possible.

In my view, the plausibility of Hick’s religious epistemic
pluralism depends on the presence of permanent religious
ambiguity in the experienceable universe. This is because if the
experiencable universe is temporarily religiously ambiguous a
religious epistemic exclusivist may still have confidence in the
truth of his own religious beliefs — perhaps expecting that they
will eventually be shown to be true — but if the experiencable
universe is permanently religiously ambiguous he will have
grounds for no such hope and his exclusivism will be
misplaced.

There is scope for Hick to offer clarification on which type of
religious ambiguity he subscribes to. But if he does subscribe to
permanent religious ambiguity, as I have suggested he should, he
faces the challenge of providing an argument for this.
Furthermore, the plausibility of Hick's interpretation of religion,
and consequently his religious epistemic pluralism, will depend
on the success of any such argument
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India has a long history marked by both religious dogmmtism and
pluralism. This artide ains at offering an introdudion to some
important moments of the pluralist experience and expression of
Indion tradition. The essay begns with a disaussion into
Anekantawda, the pluralist epistermologiarl and ontologiail theory of
the Jains, an andent religior; followed by an acount of the pluralist
experimentation of the medieml Mughal emperor Ak bar. This study
of examples sclected from distant times is expeded to introducee the
reader to tuo of the finest moments of pluralist experiments and
anaeptualizations in India. The artide ends with some speaulations
reqarding the relemnee of the experiences and onaptualization
discussed abore.

Keywords: Jain, Anekantawida, Sypdinda, Naya, Akbar, Din-
i-llahi, Rah-i-Aql, Sufism, Pluralist Religious Policy.

1

While religious clashes of various volume pose threat to even
the most cohesive of contemporary societies and take the

*. Associate Professor, Department of Modern Indian Languages and Litrary
Studies,University of Delhi, India. E-mail: amitavaz@ yahoo.com

International Journal of Hekmat / Vol.1/Autumn 2009/ 89-100



Chakraborty Amitava 91

character of civilizational clashes more than often, nothing could
be best thought of but revisiting the pluralist rhetoric and
experiences of various religions. Understanding contemporary
religions from a pluralist perspective, even remodeling religious
practices from such an understanding must be felt fit by most;
given the usually monolithic disposition that mark religious
traditions; however, what could be better if we could locate
pluralist sanction in the tradition itself? With this understanding,
present article offers a tour into the Indian tradition, a search
into the rhetoric of pluralism available in this tradition. This is
not to deny that Indian religions have often postulated,
accommodated, preached and practiced religious dogmatismy;
nevertheless, there is aplenty of moments of pluralist
postulations and practices as well. As Harold Coward has noted
in an interesting study on pluralist experience of modern India:
“India is perhaps the world’s oldest and most interesting ‘living
laboratory of religious pluralism™ In this paper, some moments
of religious pluralism experimented in that laboratory are
explored to provide an insight into the valuable pluralist
utterances which shall serve the purpose of a better
understanding of the Indian religious tradition, and, offer useful
terms for dealing with the contemporary preachers of the
religious dogmatism. The survey, therefore, offers a descriptive
introduction to moments of religious pluralism as experienced
and manifested in diverse productions of religious culture, like
epistemology, religious practice and state policy, chosen from
various epochs of Indian history. In a chronological mode, we
propose to discuss the Anekantauidi epistemology postulated by
the Jains, an ancient religious tradition of India and the religious
experience and policies of Akbar, the 16t century Mughal
emperor, as part of a cultural location with a complexly
interconnected history.
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2

Jainism, a religion with a history of more than two thousand
years, tracing its beginning back to Mahavira (599-527 BC), had
postulated a theory of reality and knowledge which was
essentially pluralist. Jain theory of Anckantainda, supported by
Swdinda and Nay, makes possible an epistemology of pluralism
to its best. Explaining the etymological meaning of the term
Anékanta, Samani Charitrapragya comments: “The term andkanta
consists of two words “aneka” (more than one) and “anta”
(qualities, attributes or ends).”2 N means “the method of
comprehending things from particular standpoints”3 adopted by
the inquirers. Nayimda regards ordinary, non-omniscient
knowledge claims as limited by the particular standpoint on
which they are based. This epistemological position was
reasonably linked with a pluralist ontology, as manifested in
Siddasena’s assertion: “Since a thing has manifold character, it is
(fully) comprehendible (only) by the omniscient. But a thing
becomes the subject matter of a naya, when it is conceived from
one particular standpoint.”* Siddhasena accepts the partial truth
of all possible standpoints, and also their partial fallibility: “All
the standpoint (mayis) are (sic) right in their own respective
spheres but if they are taken to be refutations, each of the other,
then they are wrong, But a man who knows the ‘non-one-sided’
nature of reality never says that a particular view is absolutely
wrong,”5 Jains also introduced the concept of Syat, which stands
for “multiplicity or multiple possibilities” and “allows us to
logically express or determine the nature of modes from
different perspectives”® Bhadrabahu, a fourth century Jain
preacher, explained the principle of Syiduida. The principle of
Sadunda maintains that manysidedness of reality and limitations
of given standpoint of truth claims require that all knowledge
claims be qualified in various ways.” From the abovementioned
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understanding of Nays, Jains propose a sevenfold reality and
propositions about reality, depending on the my1 or standpoint
of the inquirer. Samantabhadra’s Aptaminamsa describes such
possible forms of reality and proposition: A thing is existent —
from a certain point of view; It is norrexistent — from another
point of view; it is both existent and non-existent in furn — from a
third point of view; It is indesaribable (that is, both existent and
non-existent simultaneously) — from a fourth point of view; it is
existent and indesaribable — from a fifth point of view; it is non-
existent and indesaribable — from a sixth point of view; it is both
existent and nonexistent and indesaribable — from a seventh point
of view. Syadinda mandates qualifying each proposition with the
property of probability, formulating the sevenfold proposition as
follows: May be, it is; may be, it is not; may be, it is and it is not;
may be, it is indescribable, may be, it is and yet it is
indescribable; may be, it is not and it is also indescribable; may
be, it is and it is not and it is also indescribable.

It is notable, how the Jain epistemology also accommodates
the ‘inexpressible’ as a possible description of reality. The
statement accommodating the possibility of the inexpressible is
considered to be the most important one in the Jain
epistemology as that type accommodates even the most bizarre
of the positions possible in argumentation. By recognizing
possibility of various positions and descriptions of reality, Jains,
however, do not propagate exclusivity or relativism, rather
mandate assuming other perspectives. According to Jains, as
nyays offer only partial understanding, only a combination of
mayis can lead one to a total understanding of the truth. The
valid means of knowledge for Jains is therefore Pranmma which
takes into cognizance all possible standpoints. An anckantawmdi
position would necessarily take care of all propositions as
expressions of partial truth. Siddhasena writes: “All the nayas,
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therefore, in their exclusively individual standpoints are
absolutely faulty. If, however, they consider themselves as
supplementary to each other, they are right in their
viewpoints...(I)f all the nayas arrange themselves in a proper
way and supplement each other, then alone they are worthy of
being termed as “the whole truth” or the right view in its
entirety.”8 Based on such an epistemology and ontology,
pluralism becomes a precondition for attaining Truth for the
Jains. It is this pluralist attitude which is manifested in
Mahavira’s sayingg “Those who praise their own faiths and
ideologies and blame that of their opponents and thus distort
the truth will remain confined to the cycle of birth and death.”
Jainism thus mandates an acceptance of the truth claims of
religions, including those of Jainism, to be true, albeit partially,
and also mandates an accommodative appreciation of all
probable religious positions for an understanding of the whole
truth. Pluralism thus becomes a precondition for reaching at
true knowledge in Jain epistemology. This characteristic could
enable the followers of Mahavira to promulgate open positions
like the following: “I have no bias for Mahavira, and none
agunst Kapila a