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Institutional dimensions of the future of philosophy
of religion
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ABSTRACT If there is going to be a future for the philosophy of religion, it is going to have

to emerge out of and speak into a set of contested disciplinary, institutional, and ideological

spaces as their boundaries are in the process of being renegotiated. In the first instance,

philosophy of religion has traditionally been located somewhere among the disciplines of

philosophy, theology, and religion, but each of these fields is undergoing transformation to

which philosophy of religion must respond. At the same time, accreditation standards are

requiring humanities disciplines to shift their pedagogical practices even as the commodifi-

cation of higher education culturally and institutionally calls into question the value of

humanistic formation. This paper outlines the points of tension that put pressure on philo-

sophy of religion and suggests ways in which the subdiscipline might understand and locate

itself at the heart of liberal and general education in the future.
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Introduction

The field of philosophy of religion does not exist in a
vacuum. Certainly, philosophy of religion may be under-
stood as a set of questions, methods for answering those

questions, and a body of literature made up of earlier philoso-
phers seeking to derive answers to those questions by those
methods. At present, as evidenced at least by the existence of this
curated collection of perspectives on the topic, the questions
themselves and the methods for answering them are increasingly
contested, as is the extent of the relevant literature. Merely
approaching the disquiet in the field as though it is simply a
matter of getting the logic of the discipline sorted out, however, is
a serious mistake for failing to take account of the actual dis-
ciplinary location of the field, as well as broader shifts underway
in the humanities and higher education. Not only is religion one
topic among many others in the philosophical arena, so too
philosophy of religion has claimants in theology and religion, (i.e.,
religious studies), even as all three of these fields are undergoing
processes of transformation. Those changes, in turn, are being
driven not only by internal dynamics but also by broader shifts in
the humanities as they face political headwinds, pedagogical
reconstruction, and the commodification of higher education at
cultural and institutional levels. If philosophy of religion is to
have a future, then its course will have to be charted among all of
these Scyllae and Charibdi. The good news is that philosophy is
perhaps uniquely positioned to get clear about the realities of
these hazards, and philosophy of religion has within itself a
particular set of resources to harness the wind so as to find its way
clear into safe harbor.

Disciplinary pressures
It would seem obvious that philosophy of religion should find a
home in the philosophy department, but this turns out to be far
from clear. Until quite recently, philosophy departments in the
United States could be distinguished as dominated either by
“analytic” or “Continental” approaches to philosophy. The strong
view within analytic philosophy, represented by the positivist
program, did not have to bother to prove religious claims false as
they took religious statements to be meaningless and so unable to
be analyzed for their truth or falsity. Strong positions in the
Continental camp arrive at a surprisingly similar conclusion,
namely that religious statements contribute to the ontology of
their interpreters rather than transmitting epistemic content
about a religious object. It is hardly clear that the distinction
between analytic and Continental forms of philosophy remains
relevant, however, especially as the strong versions of each have
fallen from favor. The most recent edition of The Philosophical
Gourmet Report denies that they are, noting that “certainly there
remain differences in styles and methods of philosophical work,
but those differences are no longer illuminated by the analytic/
Continental divide” (What the Rankings Mean?–The Philosophi-
cal Gourmet Report, 2018). Instead, the report breaks down
programs by four specialties—metaphysics and epistemology,
philosophy of the sciences and mathematics, theory of value, and
history of philosophy—and then lists feminist philosophy, Chi-
nese philosophy, Indian philosophy, and philosophy of race as
“other areas.” Philosophy of religion is located under the meta-
physics and epistemology specialty in the report, as it is in the
search function of PhilJobs.org, but no case is made for doing so,
and placing it there unnecessarily restricts the range of projects
that can and should qualify under the heading of philosophy of
religion. Furthermore, philosophy departments may rightly be
critiqued and chastised for hunkering down in the bunker of the
massively male-dominated Anglo-European philosophical canon,
and even insisting that nothing beyond that canon could possibly

be considered real philosophy (Van Norden, 2017). All too often,
what passes for philosophy of religion is in the vanguard of this
regressive charge.

If philosophy of religion is not to be found in the philosophy
department, then perhaps it is to be found in the religion
department. Indeed, quite a few philosophers of religion have
been located in religion departments, but increasingly with a
degree of suspicion from members of the department who
employ other approaches in investigating the religious domain.
Some of this suspicion arises from the concern that philosophy of
religion is sneaking confessional theology through the back door
into what is supposed to be an objective approach to religion. In a
related vein, philosophy of religion appears to be too normative,
evaluating which beliefs are rational and which are not, in a field
that purports to be descriptive in nature. Insofar as philosophy of
religion is indeed normative, this would seem to place it in the
camp of theological studies as opposed to religious studies more
broadly (Neville, 1993, p. 191). Also, as religious studies
increasingly concerns itself with religious practice and perfor-
mance, social scientific and historical approaches have come to
dominate religion departments, glaring skeptically at philosophy
of religion for focusing on out-of-vogue religious beliefs. The
allergy to beliefs comes largely from associating a focus on belief
with a bias toward Protestantized religious forms, thereby
neglecting authentically religious expression in other traditions
and in everyday life. These concerns express “a strategic pre-
ference for defining religious studies in league with history and
the human sciences rather than with the humanities, thereby
simultaneously consolidating an intelligible place for religious
studies in the academy and disentangling the academic study of
religion from its theological and often Christian roots” (Wildman,
2010, p. 18).

The other place that philosophy of religion might register in
the disciplinary matrix of the academy is in theology depart-
ments, divinity schools, or seminaries. In these cases, philosophy
of religion generally appears in two guises. The first is as a form of
natural theology, distinguishing itself from other forms of
theology by relying solely on reason, and perhaps natural evi-
dence, instead of any form of divine revelation in the form of
scripture or religious experience (Manning et al., 2013, pt. III).
The second is in the mode of philosophical theology, which
employs philosophical methods and concepts to evaluate and
sometimes reconstruct theological doctrines (Meister and Talia-
ferro, 2016). In neither case is it necessary that philosophy of
religion locate itself within a specific religious tradition or identify
itself with one or another tradition, although plenty of philoso-
phers of religion do so identify, often enough with a relatively
high degree of ambivalence about doing so. In both cases, phi-
losophy of religion is subject to critique from religious commu-
nities for claiming to know too much, for presuming the rational
accessibility of its object apart from revelation, and for being
superficial with respect to the depth, breadth, and complexity of
religious traditions in their totality (Wildman, 2010, pp. 29–30).
Moreover, theological preferences of late have been trending away
from either of these approaches toward more contextual, com-
munal, and liberative methodologies.

In addition to the pressures on philosophy of religion within
each of the philosophical, religious, and theological realms
respectively, the viability of philosophy of religion in each realm
adds to the pressures exerted on the field in the others. At one
level, this takes the form of, “you don’t belong here, you belong
over there,” resulting in a game of musical chairs where philo-
sophy of religion must eventually be left standing alone. At the
same time, the viability of philosophy of religion in theological
contexts only exacerbates suspicions in philosophy and religion
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departments that confessional theology is being snuck in the back
door. The association of philosophy departments with skepticism
toward religion and narrow concern with the ideas of dead white
men exacerbates the theological trend away from philosophical
approaches as the theological academy diversifies rapidly
(Diversity in Theological Education, 2003, pp. 20–23; Transitions,
2017, pp. 8–9). At the same time, unwillingness of philosophy to
address itself to and be addressed by nonwestern canons triggers
allergies to parochialism in religion departments. Meanwhile,
religion departments scorning normative work drives a wedge
between them and theology, while the turn to practice makes
philosophy skeptical of the conceptual rigor of religious studies.
Ironically, all of this is taking place while a number of philoso-
phers of religion, including emerging scholars who are tentative
about adopting that nomenclature for fear of getting trapped in
the disciplinary melee, are actually seeking to pitch a much
broader tent for the field (Clayton, 2006; Neville,
2009, 2013, 2014, 2015; Smid, 2010; Wildman, 2010; Yong, 2012;
Knepper, 2013; Dawes, 2016).

Humanities in higher education
Philosophy of religion belongs to the set of domains that make up
the humanities within the broad scope of higher education, and
so is subject to pressures being exerted on the humanities amidst
the shifting landscapes of higher education. Politically, the
humanities are under pressure for at least two reasons: a per-
ceived lack of practical utility, and liberal bias. Increasingly,
parents, students, and politicians perceive a broad liberal educa-
tion, and particularly the humanistic elements thereof, to have
little if anything to do with developing the skills to become
marketable for the high-end jobs that would justify the expense of
a college degree. The fact that some of the highest paying com-
panies proactively recruit students who specialized in the
humanities seems not to be making much of a dent in that per-
ception (Litt, 2017; Strauss, 2017; Anders, 2017; Stross, 2017). At
the same time, conservative politicians and pundits make a great
deal of hay about liberal bias in the academy (Kamisar, 2016).
While there is empirical evidence that faculty members do tend to
lean left to a certain extent, and in humanities and social science
disciplines especially so (Gross, 2013; Gross and Simmons, 2014;
Shields and Dunn 2016), it is not at all clear that the personal
political views of faculty impacts classroom instruction or eva-
luation (Gross, 2016). Nevertheless, political rhetoric fuels the
perception that humanities disciplines are primarily loci for
political indoctrination to the extent that even at least one rather
progressive columnist has issued a call for affirmative action for
conservatives in the academy (Kristof, 2016). Taken together, the
practical utility problem and the liberal bias problem put the
pressure on humanities disciplines to recruit and retain students,
without whom the viability of humanities departments becomes
questionable (Prose, 2017; Sommerhauser, 2018; Tworek, 2013).

These same political headwinds, among others, are causing
accrediting bodies to reformulate their standards such that
institutions are required to provide evidence of student learning,
which in turn is requiring faculty to rethink their pedagogy
(Accreditation Resources, 2012). This rethinking is frequently
framed as a fundamental shift from a focus on teaching methods,
strategies, and practices to a focus on how students are best able
to learn. Faculty are asked to identify specific learning objectives
for their courses overall and for individual class meetings, and
then to utilize various learning activities in order to achieve these
objectives, which in turn generate feedback and become available
for assessment (Fink, 2005; Wiggins and McTighe, 2005; Kuh
et al., 2014; Jankowski and Marshall, 2017). While it is certainly
worthwhile for instructors in the humanities to pay attention to

and learn from the most recent research on teaching and learning,
and without trying to claim that all teaching in the humanities in
fact achieves its ideals (Bok, 2009), there are two challenges to this
approach for the self-understanding of the humanities. Both
challenges have to do with the fact that the approach assumes that
the instructor knows a priori what students can and should be
learning by engaging the content of the course. The first challenge
is that this assumption foregrounds and centralizes the role of the
instructor instead of making the content itself central, with the
instructor and the students, in various ways, orbiting (Fiorenza,
2009; Taranto and Dettmar, 2015). The second challenge is the
very assumption that it is possible to know a priori what can and
should be learned, which seems to in turn assume that learning is
primarily a process of information somehow distinct from for-
mation, reformation, and transformation (Freire, 2006; Glennon
et al., 2011). Moreover, learning in the humanities cannot
necessarily be expected to take place during the period of a
particular course; humanistic learning is cumulative as literatures
are engaged and then brought into conversation with other lit-
eratures in other courses. This makes assessment particularly
difficult in the humanities because not everything meaningful is
measureable.

These political discourses and pedagogical redevelopments also
interact with a third process inducing pressure in higher educa-
tion: commodification. The notion of commodification refers to
treating goods, services, people, and ideas as objects of trade for
exchange in a marketplace. With respect to higher education,
commodification refers to the capitalization of knowledge for
profit (Slaughter and Rhoades, 2004; Chomsky, 2014), the com-
mercialization of college athletics, degrees, and research (Bok,
2008), and declines in actual learning as the degree functions
increasingly as a club card rather than a hallmark of achievement
(Molesworth et al., 2009; Arum and Roksa, 2011). In spite of
paeans to faculty governance, the commodification of higher
education is characterized by a decline in faculty involvement and
control of education in favor of professional administrators
operating primarily under the rubric of education as training for
the workforce (Tuchman, 2009; Ginsberg, 2011; Asher, 2018).
The increasing cost of higher education in part drives the trend—
exacerbated since the 2008 recession and subsequent economic
stagnation—for faculty, staff, and students to think of students as
customers and colleges and universities as service providers
(Eagle and Brennan, 2007; Love, 2008; Tuchman, 2011;
Schwartzman, 2013). The humanities are thus put in the position
of having to justify themselves as providing valuable training for
an emerging workforce, articulable in terms of competencies.
Rather than the broad understanding of the role of education in
the humanities and liberal arts as promoting self-understanding
and a vision for a good life (Ferrall, 2011; DeNicola, 2012;
Marenne, 2016), commodified education is reduced to prepara-
tion for a job or career (Deresiewicz, 2014; Berrett, 2015).

Some good news
Despite the disciplinary and institutional pressures being exerted
on philosophy of religion, there are at least two areas of good
news for the field. First, a renewed focus on and reconfiguration
of general education within collegiate curricula may prove par-
ticularly amenable to the interests, inquiries, and modes of
thought in philosophy of religion. Led by the Association of
American Colleges and Universities, many institutions are
appropriating the outcomes of their Liberal Education and
America’s Promise (LEAP) Initiative (Association of American
Colleges & Universities, 2011). The vision they articulate is that
liberal education is a necessity for all students regardless of major,
and so is the hallmark of the general education all students
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receive in their undergraduate programs (Nussbaum, 2010; What
Is a 21st Century Liberal Education?, 2014; Delbanco, 2014). This
sort of general education is vastly different from the distribution
requirements or core curricula of introductory courses among
liberal arts disciplines that undergraduates would frequently
complete in the first 2 years of college (Menand, 2010, chap. 1).
Instead, in this model, introductory, advanced, and integrative
courses pervade the collegiate experience. Liberal education seeks
to equip students with “knowledge of human cultures and the
physical and natural world,” intellectual and practical skills in
analysis and communication, capacity to live into personal and
social responsibility, and the ability to integrate, synthesize, and
apply learning in general and in their specialization (Association
of American Colleges and Universities, 2011, p. 7; Ferren and
Paris, 2015). Rather than ticking off a certain number of courses
in each of several categories such as mathematics, natural sci-
ences, social sciences, humanities, languages, etc., general edu-
cation programs under the new model invite students to chart
unique trajectories through course offerings that cultivate parti-
cular skills and habits of mind in integrative ways. The goal is for
students to become adept at identifying and implementing a
range of tools to address complex challenges and to be able to
envision novel and creative approaches to problems where
methods for addressing them are not obvious (Roth, 2014; Gas-
ton, 2015).

Moreover, philosophy of religion is uniquely poised to
accompany students in addressing, with scholarly credibility and
academic rigor, the big questions so many are earnestly asking and
that renewed general education curricula in part seek to address.
On one hand, students come to school with live questions about
meaning, purpose, faith, morality, how to be at home in the
universe, and how to relate to authority (Parks, 2000, 2011). On
the other, higher education is awakening to these needs for holistic
education—intellectual, moral, emotional, and spiritual—at least
in part because understanding education to be more than the
transaction of information justifies traditional residential models
(Astin et al., 2010; Jacobsen and Jacobsen, 2012; Brooks, 2015a). It
may seem like claiming that philosophy of religion is inherently
oriented toward addressing precisely these needs is belied by
increasing claims among college students to be “spiritual but not
religious” and identifying as religiously disaffiliated (Lipka,
2015, 2016; Smith and Cooperman, 2016; Lipka and Gecewicz,
2017). To the contrary, disaffection from organized religion does
not equate with abandoning consideration of issues of transcen-
dence, human nature, community, the afterlife, and other central
topics in philosophy of religion (Mercadante, 2014). Furthermore,
those who do remain affiliated with religious traditions and
organizations cannot necessarily be assumed to have beliefs and
practices that are entirely in line with the stated orthodoxies of the
groups with whom they affiliate (Berthrong, 1999; Ammerman,
2013). Even those who do consider themselves in some sense
orthodox with respect to one tradition or another must inevitably
grapple with doubt (Berger and Zijderveld, 2009), and indeed will
benefit themselves, their communities, and the world in doing so
(Carse, 2008). Students in each and all of these situations would
benefit from tutelage to cultivate clear and rigorous thinking about
these matters, in conversation with those who have struggled with
the same issues before them, which philosophy of religion is
uniquely capable of providing.

Whither philosophy of religion?
The cottage industry of envisioning some sort of future for the
philosophy of religion has almost uniformly and arbitrarily
constrained its imagination to the locus of disciplinary reconfi-
guration and stylistics (Goodchild, 2002; Trakakis, 2008, 2013;

Crisp and Rea, 2009; Smith and Whistler, 2010; Wildman, 2010;
Hewitt, 2012; Rennie, 2012a, b; Schilbrack, 2012, 2014a, b;
Strenski, 2012a, b; Knepper, 2013, 2014; Crockett, Putt and
Robbins, 2014; Irvine, 2014; McLachlan, 2014; Simmons, 2014;
Lewis, 2015; Onishi, 2017; Draper and Schellenberg, 2018;
Kanaris, 2018). This imaginative constraint reflects these projects
being caught in the ongoing tug of war among anti-disciplinarity,
interdisciplinarity, and postdisciplinarity, which may have value
in its own right for the humanities broadly (Menand, 2010, chaps
2.5–6), but could easily lead to ruin for philosophy of religion due
to its departmental dislocation. Thomas D. Carroll seems to be
alone, until now, in recognizing not only the perceived irrelevance
of philosophy of religion in the academy, but also the immediate
need to make the case for its relevance attending to the terms of
relevance actually at play (Carroll, 2016). A central purpose of
this article is to provide philosophers of religion entre into the
literatures, concepts, and terms of debate regarding relevance in
higher education, which Carroll does not adequately address.

What might a relevant philosophy of religion look like? First
and foremost, philosophy of religion will indeed have to get rid of
its parochialism and bias, not primarily for the sake of relevance,
but for the sake of scholarly credibility (Wildman, 2010; Draper
and Nichols, 2013; Knepper, 2013; Schilbrack, 2014a). Moreover,
philosophers of religion will have to walk a knife edge to resist
their training to be narrow and focused in order to address non-
specialist general audiences (Menand, 2010, chap. Conclusion),
without sacrificing precision, rigor, and clarity of thought. This
will involve engaging literatures far beyond the Western canon
(Van Norden, 2017), and topics beyond metaphysics and epis-
temology (Brunsveld and Trigg, 2011); notably, the first will
inevitably lead to the second (Neville, 2016, 2018; Angle and
Tiwald, 2017). Systemically, philosophers of religion will need to
learn to articulate their programs and pedagogy in terms of the
goal of liberal and holistic education to equip students to thrive in
their personal, professional, and civic lives by engaging with
complexity, diversity, and change (e.g., Boston University Task
Force on General Education, 2017). For those left standing in the
game of musical chairs amongst philosophy, theology, and reli-
gion, this may mean immigrating in order to make a new home in
a department of writing, a core curriculum program, or a general
education initiative. Finally, philosophers of religion will have to
come to terms with the normativity of their discipline and get
over their fear that prescription might inhibit individual choice in
order to shift into an applied modality such that the outcomes of
inquiries are applicable in everyday life (Brooks, 2015a, b). Too
often philosophy of religion is reducible to scratching the per-
sonal itches of the philosopher in question. The future of the
discipline depends on turning outward to equip others to scratch
their own itches and on philosophically addressing pressing issues
in society and culture. Doing so will require that philosophers of
religion participate as partners in the institutional dynamics of
the academy in which they reside.
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