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The fresco Triumph of St Thomas and Allegory of the Sciences in the Church of Santa Maria
Novella in Florence, by the Florentine painter Andrea da Firenze (Andrea Bonaiuti; flourished
between 1343-1377). Ibn Rushd is depicted with two other‘defeated heretics; Sabellius and
Arius, sitting at the feet of Thomas Aquinas (c. 1224-1274). Photo Credit: Corbis.



Europe paid a bloody price to reach the point of democracy and human
rights that we have now. See I am here in Leiden — speaking as a grand
mufti, freely and academically in Europe [...]

How many generations had to pay the price to ensure that Ibn Rushd is
not positioned underneath Thomas of Aquino anymore? Now he is here,
with his picture telling me: This is your predecessor, your great grandfa-
ther. You should be proud of him and place him above instead of below.
So know how much blood had to be shed for the Europeans to be ready to
come to this stage. And because of that the Europeans do not allow any-
one to break these democracy and human rights rules.

Dr. Mustafa Ceric, Grand Mufti of Bosnia-Herzegovina, in an interview
with the Nederlands Islamitische Omroep, aired March 4, 2007, on the
occasion of the conference Academic Freedom and Religious Freedom:
Tensions and Compromises in the Coexistence of Two Fundamental Rights
held in Leiden on 27 and 28 February 2007.
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Preface and acknowledgements

In September 2006, the Faculty of Religious Studies of Leiden University
— itself a public university — started a bachelor and master programme in
Islamic Theology. This development formed a major incentive to organize
a conference on Academic Freedom and Religious Freedom: Tensions and
Compromises in the Coexistence of Two Fundamental Rights, held on 27
and 28 February 2007 in Leiden in the most interesting setting of Natura-
lis, a museum of natural history. The volume presented here offers most of
the lectures and a few additional contributions, invited to provide a more
balanced consideration of recent developments in the training of imams in
Europe. The training of Muslim clergy in the context of modern academic
life was a major dimension of the conference, correlating with the recent
establishment of the programme of Islamic Theology in the Faculty of Reli-
gious Studies. However, this was a sub-theme in the conference as a whole,
as questions of the combination of confessional and academic identity gave
rise to more general reflections on academic freedom, religious freedom,
and the academic study of religion in contemporary contexts.

The Minister of Education at the time of preparation, Mrs. Maria van
der Hoeven, had addressed on various occasions, both in the Netherlands
and abroad, issues of religion, higher education, and the development of
Islam in European and other contexts. Her interest in these issues pro-
vided an additional stimulus for the conference. As she left office as Min-
ister of Education when a new cabinet took office just a week before the
conference, she did not participate in the conference itself. However, we
want to express our gratitude to the Minister and to the staff of the Min-
istry of Education for financial and moral support when organizing this
conference.

11



The editors also want to express their thanks to two assistant editors,
Abdurraouf Oueslati and Anne Marieke Schwencke, who did a most sub-
stantial amount of work both in preparation for the conference and in
the editorial process resulting in this book, as well as the translation of
the German contribution of Ednan Aslan. Without their efforts the book
would not have been the way it is, nor would it have arrived at the time it
does. We also thank the staff of Leiden University Press for their coopera-
tion in producing this book on an issue of genuine relevance in our time.

Leiden, November 27, 2007
Willem B. Drees and Pieter Sjoerd van Koningsveld
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Academic and Religious Freedom: An Introduction

Willem B. Drees and Pieter Sjoerd van Koningsveld

In recent years, the presence of Islam in Western Europe has led to public
controversies. The attack on the World Trade Center in New York (Sep-
tember 11, 2001) and the violence in Muslim countries related to cartoons
in Denmark (2005/2006) are among the events in recent history that have
stimulated anti-Islamic sentiments. Some have responded by emphasiz-
ing freedom from religion, e.g. in the form of political secularism such as
the French laicité; the emphasis on the non-religious identity of Turkey by
opponents of a president (elected in September 2007) whose wife wears a
head scarf; the formation of committees of ex-Muslims (e.g. in the Neth-
erlands on September 11, 2007); and the voices for science-inspired athe-
ism in the West.* In contrast to such voices, others have called for mod-
eration. They would rather assert as a major value in Western societies
freedom for religion, the freedom to express one’s own identity, whether
by wearing a head scarf or otherwise.

The various parties in the current controversies not only differ in their
understanding of freedom (as freedom from religion or freedom for reli-
gion) but also in their view as to whom represents religion. Is the ‘real’ Is-
lam the Islam as identified by Islamists and terrorists who seek to replace
Western culture by something else? Or are those extremists presenting
a newly-invented ‘tradition; and is the true spirit of Islam found among
those who seek peace, the moderates of various stripes who have inte-
grated Islam and culture, who emphasize the moral and spiritual message
rather than political strife? Who in Europe will speak for Islam? This is,
of course, a matter of Muslims themselves, but it is also a matter of great
political and social relevance. In the second half of this volume we pres-
ent and analyze various European developments in the training of Mus-
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lim clergy. Given that training, education, is part of the academic system,
we also consider in this volume the nature of scholarly research and its
relation to religion. Particularly of interest in this context is the study of
religion in modern universities — a setting which is different from the
monastery, the seminary, or the madrasa.

Thus, this volume has two poles: the academic study of religion and
the training of Muslim clergy. In the remainder of this introduction, we
will consider more extensively academic freedom, religious freedom, the
potential for tension, and a brief tour of the contributions in his volume.
Before doing so, however, let us briefly introduce the figure depicted on
the cover of this book.

Ibn Rushd, also known by his Latinized name as ‘Averroés), was a Muslim
scholar in the Middle Ages (Cordéba, c. 1126-Marakesh, c. 1198). He wrote
extensive commentaries on the Greek tradition, especially Aristotle. Thus
he had to engage himself with the question of how to handle the two
sources of insight available: religious and rational knowledge, the Quran
and the Greek philosophical heritage. Ibn Rushd appreciated the Aristo-
telian system as the supreme achievement of what human reason could
achieve without divine revelation; he considered this consistent with the
Quran. This view was rejected by conservative theologians, who were far
more suspicious of the import of ideas ‘foreign’ to their religious heritage
(see also the contribution by McMullin, this volume).

On the cover of this book we find a picture of Ibn Rushd. It is a detail
from a fourteenth-century fresco, Triumph of St Thomas and Allegory
of the Sciences in the Church of Santa Maria Novella in Florence, by the
painter Andrea da Firenze (Andrea Bonaiuti; flourished between 1343-
1377). In the full fresco, Ibn Rushd is depicted with two other ‘heretics’
sitting at the feet of Thomas Aquinas (c. 1224-1274), who played a major
role in the integration of Greek philosophy into Roman Catholic theol-
ogy. The central figure of the three, recognizable by his distinct Arab
dress, is Averroés. The two figures sitting at each side are usually iden-
tified as the notorious sectarian heretics of the history of the Church:
Arius and Sabellius. Here, Averroés is first of all presented as a symbol
of Islam, the religion that was generally regarded as a heretical sect of
Christianity during the Middle Ages, indeed on the same line as the fol-
lowers of Arius and Sabellius. Averroés is leaning on the closed book
of his defeated doctrine, while St. Thomas is proudly showing the open
book of his victorious teachings. The image emphasizes that Greek phi-
losophy should be integrated into Christian theology in accordance with
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the principles of St. Thomas and not along the lines of the teaching of Ibn
Rushd concerning the relations between Reason and Revelation. For us,
however, Ibn Rushd has become a symbol of freedom of thought and of
the interaction of Greek, Islamic and Christian ideas.

Academic Freedom and the Nature of Science

Let us briefly, and sketchily, consider the natural sciences. Freedom is val-
ued as a necessary precondition for developing new ideas. However, there
is a certain ambivalence about freedom. Nobody will be imprisoned for
arguing in favour of a flat earth, a geological history of six thousand years,
or homeopathic medicine, but neither will advocates of such ideas have
genuine standing in science. The freedom to develop new theories is com-
bined with respect for the cumulative tradition, for ‘textbook’ knowledge
which has been developed by sharp minds, has survived various tests, and
coheres well with other established knowledge. Consolidated knowledge
may be challenged again, and perhaps even in the end be abandoned, but
mainly we see a cumulative practice of building upon the work of others.
Consolidated knowledge is never absolutely final, though it may be well
established, and not likely to be ever proven false.

What about freedom within science? Academic freedom is not free-
dom to hold anything, whatever the facts. There are expectations about
the form, e.g. that one makes predictions that are sufficiently specific as
to be testable and falsifiable. However, in the generation of hypotheses,
inspiration may come from everywhere and wild ideas may well be ap-
propriate; freedom is the rule. In the subsequent testing of ideas, however,
one faces substantial constraints. There are many methodological consid-
erations that have to be taken into account. And one is expected to give
up a hypothesis when tests come out differently. Freedom in science is not
anarchy, but limited by the characteristics of science; academic freedom
is not ‘anything goes’ Though, of course, when a counter-example arises
one may scrutinize at first whether the tests themselves were adequate,
whether there weren't any assumptions or ‘paradigms’ that may them-
selves be challenged, and so on — falsification isn’t an easy matter, and
perhaps never final. Thus, more radical notions of freedom keep arising
in thinking about science.”

Freedom in the academic context is primarily freedom from external
constraints, from authorities which have a non-academic agenda. The
emphasis lies on the rights of individual scholars to independence from
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any constraints other than the conditions of quality recognized by them-
selves as a professional group. The value of the sciences is in the ambition
to be free from ideological, metaphysical or religious preconceptions (see
the contribution by Drees, on the agenda of the Royal Society of Lon-
don in the seventeenth century). By accepting this self-imposed limita-
tion, science becomes knowledge that is of interest to all, independent
of subjective, political, religious or other preferences. The value of being
value-free is the social value of being governed by epistemic values alone.
The appropriate behaviour has, of course, not always occurred, as humans
are fallible, but over time the shift from non-epistemic values to epistemic
values seems to be discernable in the natural sciences, and, perhaps less
completely, also in the social sciences and the humanities.?

Of course, science depends upon social structures that provide fund-
ing; priorities for research may well be a matter of political debate. Its ap-
plication in technology is a matter of public interest and concern as well.
Though there is such dependence upon the larger social world, academic
freedom is generally understood as self-governance with respect to the
scientific process. The quality of articles is decided by reviewers who are
themselves part of the scientific community. The selection as to who is
most worthy of an academic appointment should be made by academics,
and not by politicians or religious authorities.

Religious Freedom and the Modern World

In Europe, with all its diversity, the basic pattern has become that society
is pluralistic, with multiple religiously, culturally and ethnically distinct
groups living together. The state is expected to be neutral, by not favour-
ing one such group over others. And at the individual level, there ought to
be the freedom to change one’s mind, and hence from a religious perspec-
tive the freedom to apostasy and heresy.

This pattern of a multiplicity of traditions and individual choice has
taken centuries to arise. In the Peace Treaty of Augsburg in 1555, during
the European Reformation, it was agreed that the religious choices of the
ruler determined the religion of his people; a rule that came to be formu-
lated in Latin as cuius regio, eius religio. Hence, if the duke opted for the
Lutheran Reformation, the people of his land were Lutheran; if the prince
opted for Roman Catholicism, the land and its people were Catholic. Tol-
erance of Christian minorities and of Jews developed over the following
centuries, as did the emphasis on individual freedom. In a sense, one may
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claim that religious freedom in its modern, pluralistic and individualistic
form, is the fruit of the activities of two groups of quite different orienta-
tions: those who want freedom from religion and thus stress the neutral-
ity of the state, and those who want freedom for religion, in their own
preferred form against the dominant form. Baptists, Dissenters, Catholics
in Protestant countries, Protestants in Catholic countries: all such groups
gave rise to pressure in favour of increased tolerance for minorities, and
hence for pluralism and neutrality.

Though there have been Muslims in Europe since the Middle Ages,
e.g. in Albania and Bosnia (see the contribution by Mustafa Ceric, this
volume), their presence has not had a major impact on developments in
Western and Central Europe. However, in the second half of the twentieth
century, Europe has witnessed an increased presence of Islamic minorities,
sometimes reflecting colonial history (e.g., prominently in the UK), some-
times as a consequence of labour migration (Germany, the Netherlands)
or of migration due to political suppression and persecution elsewhere.
The social and political arrangements in European countries that allowed
for intra-Christian co-existence were expected to allow also the Muslims
to maintain their own religious identity while living in Europe. This may
not always have worked out well, as the needs, conditions and capacities of
different groups vary enormously. This volume deals with one facet of this
development, the training of imams and religious teachers in various Eu-
ropean countries. Of course, new circumstances do not always match with
existing arrangements. Did the available options suit the communities of
Muslims? Are roles sufficiently similar so that one can model the training
of imams after the training of Protestant ministers or Catholic priests?

In the last decade, these issues have acquired an increased urgency,
due to the development within the Islamic world of Islamist groups and
individuals, articulate in their rejection of Western societies, some ready
to engage in violence, as in the attacks of September 11, 2001, in New York
and the subsequent attacks in Madrid and London, and in the Nether-
lands in the murder of the filmmaker Theo van Gogh (November 2, 2004).
Extreme positions, including outspoken anti-Islam sentiments, have thus
become highly visible. However, more constructive movements within
European societies assert themselves as well, exploring options of inte-
gration with the preservation of identity.

This spectrum of attitudes, from an outspoken antagonism between
the secular and the religious culture to a more integrative approach, has
some similarity to the combination of external and internal perspectives
that is typical of the study of religion in Western societies. On the one
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hand, the academic study of religion takes an outside perspective, not ad-
vocating religion, but describing and analyzing convictions, practices and
processes. However, studying religion has to be fair to the inside perspec-
tive, and thus also to engage adherents of religions. These have a personal
interest, and may be more or less appreciative of the outsiders studying
their religion; the response to outsiders (and to insiders perceived as op-
erating almost like outsiders) is often shaped by political and religious
disagreements within the community (see, for instance, the contribution
by Nasr Abu-Zayd on the responses to his exegetical studies, the con-
tribution by Umar Ryad on the expulsion of a Dutch Islamologist from
the academy in Cairo and the contribution by Muhammad Machasin on
the critical response of Muslim activists fervently rejecting the historical
critical method, this volume). Religious communities are affected by it,
sometimes intentionally (e.g., Albert F. De Jong, this volume). The study
of religion has its impact, but is also at the receiving end, as social pro-
cesses, including the responses of some believers and antagonists, have an
impact on the study of religion in the West. This is exemplified in this vol-
ume in the contribution by Beshara Doumani, studying the impact of 9/11
on academic freedom in America, and in the self-reflective essay by Tim
Jensen on the role of scholars of religion in the Danish cartoon crisis.

Academic and Religious Freedom: Tensions and Compromises

Academic freedom is not the only fundamental right that operates in the
fields of teaching and research about religion. Freedom for religion, or
the right to profess, practice and teach the religious tradition adhered
to, individually and collectively, creates rights in exactly the same areas.
These rights include the training of religious leaders in accordance with
one’s own religious tradition, a fact which implies that religious groups
(churches or any other form of religious ‘communities’) are recognized as
legitimate participants in teaching and research, as well.

The coexistence between scientific and theological paradigms for the
study of religion has resulted in many different types of academic and
non-academic institutions for religious studies, all over the Western
world. These may vary from separate theological seminaries to theologi-
cal faculties at state universities with separate programmes for the scien-
tific and the confessional study of religion. The varieties to be observed
at the institutional level are closely related to the history of the countries
where they are located and to the type of religious groups involved in
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these institutions. Academic freedom and religious freedom are coexist-
ing in societies with a wide variety of historical traditions in the relations
between state and religion, and in the role(s) attributed to the state in the
organization and administration of academic processes. Such differences
largely explain the wide variety of tensions as well as compromises or so-
lutions obtained in various societies in the fields of teaching and research
between academic scholars on the one hand and religious groups on the
other hand, especially in areas related to religious studies. These tensions
and solutions are generally perceived as ever so many important elements
of contemporary civilization.

In the present day, with an estimated number of approximately 25 mil-
lion Muslims or inhabitants of Muslim background in Europe, the issue of
the relation between the scientific and confessional study of religion has
regained vital importance for European societies. Increasingly, importance
is attached by various circles, including the Muslim communities them-
selves, to the training of Muslim clerics within Europe. This has recently
resulted in the emergence of numerous initiatives to create institutions to
cater for such programmes. Demands for a modern, scientific approach
in these programmes are accompanied by other demands focusing on the
teaching of the doctrine and the tradition, and thereby on the importance
of the theological training for the preservation of religious identities as an
intrinsic element of the unalienable right to religious freedom.

Academic Freedom and the Scientific Study of Religion: A Brief Tour

The first part of this volume, Academic Freedom and the Study of Reli-
gion, presents studies of various episodes and cases in the struggle about
the proper relationship between major competing authorities, say religion
and reason. The second part, entitled The Academic Training of Muslim
Clergy in Europe presents a collection of studies on the academic training
of imams and religious teachers in Europe, both in history and the present
time. Let us briefly consider the contributions on academic freedom and
the study of religion.

Ernan McMullin, historian and philosopher of science from the Uni-
versity of Notre Dame, USA, traces the early history of academic and re-
ligious freedom, from the Greek philosopher Socrates, via the Arab world
(a.o. Ibn Sina/Avicenna, Ibn Rushd/Averroés), to the reception of Aristo-
tle in Christian theology in the West (twelfth to fourteenth century) and
the subsequent conflict over the understanding of the Bible in relation to
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modern knowledge, as central to the Galileo episode in the early seven-
teenth century. Again and again, we face a matter of competing authori-
ties. Are these authorities dealing with the same issues, or should we see
them as dealing with different aspects of life, and thus having authority
in ‘Non-Overlapping Magisteria’ (NOMA, an expression coined by the
palaeontologist Stephen J. Gould)? McMullin argues that attempts to in-
voke religious authority in scholarly, scientific debate has failed again and
again; scholarly debates have to be settled on scholarly merits alone.

The tension between both perspectives — religious and scientific — con-
tinued in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Reinier Munk dis-
cusses the views of two controversial Jewish philosophers: Spinoza and
Mendelssohn. Spinoza is generally perceived as a scholar who opted for
reason, seeking thereby to avoid religious or philosophical prejudices. True
religion needs to be distinguished from superstition. He concluded that
the Bible, properly understood, leaves reason absolutely free. Whereas
science deals with reliable theoretical knowledge, purified revealed reli-
gion deals with practical knowledge and the realm of action and morality.
Science and revelation apply to completely distinct domains and there-
fore can not be allowed to constrain each other. A century later, Moses
Mendelssohn took this line of thought one step further. Revelation is not
necessary for the salvation of man. The virtues and truths that are known
through reason alone will suffice to achieve the aims of Enlightened life:
self-improvement, self perfection and happiness.

How should academic and religious freedom be understood when sci-
entific understanding interacts with religious convictions? Willem B.
Drees addresses the nineteenth-century introduction of Darwin’s ideas
on evolution, the recent controversies over ‘intelligent design; and the Is-
lamic anti-Darwinism of Harun Yahya. Science is sometimes seen as lim-
ited to a specific domain, such as the natural world open to observation
and religion to another (‘restraint’), while others use science as a source of
religious insight (‘expansion’). Drees concludes with his own perspective
on academic freedom. In principle, we ought to give equal consideration
to all theories; and criticism of dominant theories should not be ham-
pered by considerations of seniority or authority. However, science is also
selective. Not all ideas have an equal standing, as is illustrated by the ID
controversies. He concludes that self-restraint is an important aspect of
academic freedom, which should be freedom from religious, political, and
commercial interference.

Umar Ryad analyzes the interaction of religion and Western scholar-
ship on religion with an example from Egypt in the early 1930s. King Fu’ad
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of Egypt established the Royal Arabic Language Academy, and the gov-
ernment invited five western orientalists as members of the board. One
of these was the Dutch orientalist A.J. Wensinck, who had contributed to
the Encyclopaedia of Islam. As soon as the appointment of the oriental-
ists became public, they (and especially Wensinck) were attacked in the
Egyptian press. The course of this debate had to do with the reception of
the Encyclopaedia, of which an Arabic translation had just appeared, but
also with political circumstances, as the religious opposition blamed the
government for failing to ward off foreign assaults on Islam, and thereby
sought to mobilize public support. Although Wensinck attempted to clear
his name from hostility towards Islam, he was dismissed from the Acad-
emy. The king would rather sacrifice Wensinck than endanger his good
relationship with al-Azhar.

A culmination of the increasing independence of scholarly thought
from religious authority in Christianity was the development of the ‘his-
torical-critical method’ of Biblical interpretation which originated in the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. According to Henk Jan de Jonge,
the historical method aims to establish the significance of each text for the
readers the author had in mind. The later authority of the author whose
work is interpreted is irrelevant, as well as any divine inspiration. In his
research the scholar in a public, secular university has to adopt ‘tempo-
rary methodological agnosticism’ The focus on hypotheses of a historical
character warrants the possibility of a fruitful scholarly discussion be-
tween scholars of different religious convictions. However, the meaning
of the biblical text as reconstructed by historical methods has, in princi-
ple, no significance for any twenty-first-century audience. Interpretations
that serve the needs of a specific religious community are the responsibil-
ity of the community itself.

Nasr Hamid Abu-Zayd writes on the political and personal con-
sequences of bringing a similar ‘historical’ attitude to the study of the
Quran. He comes to the conclusion that interpretations of the Quran are
historically and culturally determined. Abu-Zayd not only studied exam-
ples from the past, but turned to modern Islamic discourse; in his Critique
of Islamic Discourse Abu-Zayd argued that the Islamic Investment Com-
panies carried out the largest swindle operation in modern history with
the help of theological interpreters and representatives of political Islam.
Subsequently, he was not promoted to full professor; he was described
as an apostate and a colleague took the issue to the Family Court. In 1995
the Court annulled Abu-Zayd’s marriage on the grounds of him being
an apostate. He and his wife left their homeland and have resided in the
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Netherlands ever since. Both in his studies and in the consequences for
his personal life, the study of religion turned out to be a sensitive matter.
Muhammad Machasin considers the academic study of Islam in Indo-
nesian State Islamic Universities that find themselves under surveillance
by Muslim activists. Historical methods consider doctrines as having
originated from within specific historical contexts, in response to worldly
human concerns. Machasin argues that the aim of such academic research
was not to disturb Islam, but to reform or purify Islam from contingent
practices and ideas that hinder coping with modernity. Such academic
work is strongly criticized by ‘defenders of Islam’ They do not trust the
academic tradition. Machasin sums up the concerns of the Islamic activ-
ists in some detail. He sees no organized movement yet, though there
have been some incidents. Some academic colleagues hold on to their
freedom to publish and study whatever they wish. Machasin clearly fa-
vours the middle path where academic freedom ‘is made to operate within
the boundaries of the ethics of the community’ This entails choosing lan-
guage wisely, appreciating the religious sensitivities. For this, he calls on
old Javanese wisdom: Take the fish but do not make the water muddy.
What is described in the previous contribution holds more generally:
the academic study of religion can have consequences for the practice of
religion, sometimes appreciated and sometimes rejected by the believers.
This theme is central to the contribution by Albert F. de Jong. Three types
of relations between scholars and believers are described. ‘Parasitic’ be-
lievers rely for their religious ideas upon scholarly reconstructions. In the
‘apologetic’ mode, hostile believers may question academic competence,
vilify individual scholars or Western scholarship in general, suggest a con-
spiracy, etcetera. The ‘reform’ mode consists of adapting religion to scien-
tific findings. A good example of this category are the reformist Parsis, the
Zoroastrians from India. One scholar argued that the Gathas were the only
part of the Yasna that could be attributed to Zarathustra; nowadays almost
all Parsis there consider the Gathas as different from the rest of the Avesta.
In the next contribution, by Beshara Doumani of the University of
California, the focus shifts to the academic study of religion in interaction
with the public sphere. Since 9/11 universities have been confronted with
an increasingly sophisticated infrastructure of surveillance, intervention
and control by government, private advocacy groups and foundations.
Doumani gives many very specific examples of anti-liberal coercion, and
neo-liberal privatization at odds with academic freedom. The politicized
context produces a culture of conformity through bureaucratically inter-
nalized self-censorship. Whether we are confronted by an irreversible

22 INTRODUCTION



structural shift, it is too early to tell, says Doumani, but we need to rethink
the philosophical foundations of what constitutes academic freedom and
how scholars conceive their role as public intellectuals. At stake is the sur-
vival of higher education as a public trust. Defending academic freedom is
but part of a larger effort to make the world a better place to live.

The publication in a Danish newspaper of cartoons figuring the proph-
et Mohammed was used to invoke protest in various Islamic countries.
It also invoked debates in Denmark. Reflecting upon his own experienc-
es, Tim Jensen shows us how this also affected the academic study of
religion. What can and should a scholar of religion contribute to pub-
lic debate? How to manage your professional identity as a scholar when
scholarly nuance is interpreted as a preference for a particular political
position? Jensen was accused of politics and misuse of his academic title.
When does a scholar become a politician? When does ‘qualified opinion’
become the ‘personal opinion of a citizen’? Jensen calls for recognition of
the inherent political aspects of science, and for consideration of the roles
a scholar can take in the public domain. Jensen positions this discussion
within a more abstract discussion about the methodological ‘neutrality’
or ‘atheism’ that is at the core of the study of religion. What happens to
this ‘scholarly’ approach when the scholar goes public? What is the re-
sponsibility of scholars of religion?

The Training of Muslim Clergy in Europe: A Brief Tour

The second part of this volume focuses on the training of Muslim clergy
in Europe. We start our tour in Bosnia, where there is a long history of
Islamic presence in Europe, with an essay by the Grand Mufti of Bos-
nia, Mustafa Ceric, supplemented by the founding document of the old-
est institution there (for the first time in print, in Arabic and in English
translation). This is followed by a study by Sjoerd van Koningsveld on the
remarkable initiatives of the National Socialistic leadership in Germany
in the 1940s to establish institutions for the training of imams. The re-
maining chapters deal with current developments in Western and Central
Europe, focussing especially on the Netherlands, Italy and Austria, with
references to Germany, Denmark, the United Kingdom and France.
Mustafa Ceric, Grand Mufti of Bosnia, introduces us to the Gazi-Hus-
rev Bey Madrasa, founded in Sarajevo in 1573, which despite stipulations
regarding openness to all forms of knowledge in its founding document
did not develop into a real university. In 1881 the Austro-Hungarian em-
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peror Franz Joseph I created the Maktab-i Nuvvab, the Higher School
of Sharia. The authorities thereby sought to increase the loyalty of the
Bosnian Muslims, while they could thus prevent students from going to
Istanbul for further studies. The Maktab-i Nuvvab was closed by the Yu-
goslav communist regime in 1945; it reopened in 1993. Until 1977 only the
Gazi-Husrev Bey Madrasa, as the Islamic High School, served the reli-
gious needs of Bosnian and Albanian Muslims. In 1977, the communist
regime allowed the opening of the Theological Faculty of Sarajevo. The
Imam-Khatib programme seeks to provide imams and khatibs (preachers)
with theoretical and practical knowledge for the leadership of the Muslim
congregation. Enrolment is reserved to diploma holders of one of the eight
madrasas of the Islamic Community. In 2004/2005 the Islamic Commu-
nity in Bosnia-Herzegovina decided that the diploma of the Gazi-Husrev
Bey Madrasa or of one of the seven other madrasas is no longer sufficient
for imams and khatibs; they should follow a three years programme at the
Faculty of Islamic Sciences to obtain a licentia docendi.

Together with the madrasa the institution of the wagqf (foundation)
gained in importance and the wagqfiyya, as its foundational document, is
thus of genuine interest. As an appendix to the contribution by Mustafa
Ceric we here publish, for the first time, the founding document of the
oldest Islamic institution in Europe, the Gazi-Husrev Bey Madrasa in Sa-
rajevo, in the Arabic original and in English translation, with facsimile re-
productions of the original. As another appendix, a proposal to establish
the Gazi-Husrev Bey University is included.

The training of imams by the Third Reich is a remarkable episode in
European policy regarding Muslims, studied here by Pieter Sjoerd van
Koningsveld. No less than three training programmes for ‘field mullahs’
were established. The initiatives for these training programmes came
from the Chief Office of the State Security Service, the Ministry for the
East, and the Chief Office of the SS. The immediate objective of their
setting-up was to destroy the Soviet Union from within, with the help of
Muslim anti-Bolsheviks in order to achieve SS recruitment of ‘East-Turk-
ish Armed Unities. The explicit aim of the SS by the training of imams
was to revolutionize Turkish peoples by awakening in them a radical anti-
Russian nationalism, of which the Islamic identity would form an intrin-
sic part. In this analysis by Van Koningsveld, based on an unpublished
document from a German archive, details of plans and realizations are
presented. The most relevant passages of the document are published as
an appendix attached to the article. Though there are some significant
differences with the present situation, some limited parallels with today
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can be drawn. First, both then and now the political role expected of the
imam or mullah is emphasized. A second similarity is the total absence
of an existing infrastructure of recognized Islamic theological seminaries
and/or faculties. Finally, the third similarity is the total absence of a rec-
ognized Islamic religious authority overseeing Islamic education.

Recent initiatives for the training imams in the Netherlands are dis-
cussed by Mohammed Ghaly. There are accredited programmes at the
Vrije Universiteit in Amsterdam, at Leiden University, and at the higher
school of professional education Inholland. Besides these there are non-
accredited institutions: the Islamic University in Rotterdam and the Is-
lamic University of Europe, also in Rotterdam. Some programmes, such
as the one at the VU, draw upon the plurality of different confessional
programmes that was typical of the Dutch pillarized society of the 19'
and 20™ centuries. However, a public university such as Leiden needs to
be neutral; thus, the programme there has to organize the confessional
dimension differently. Muslims and the Dutch government have differ-
ent aims in training imams. Both parties have in common that they want
imams to master the Dutch language and that they want to minimize the
cultural gaps between imams, second or third generation Dutch Muslims,
and ‘secular’ society. However, the government apparently seeks to pro-
mote a ‘Dutch Islam’; imams thus would be means in the integration of
Muslims in Dutch society. Muslims seek imams who can combine tra-
ditional tasks with the new demands of living in a non-Islamic Western
country. A major question is: which of the current programmes will create
imams that meet the needs and aspirations of the Dutch government as
well as those of the Muslim communities?

Firdaous Oueslati continues with a more detailed discussion of initia-
tives of non-accredited, non-formal Islamic institutions of higher educa-
tion in the Netherlands. Here we find — apart from the formal programmes
for the study of Islam — different forms of non-formal Islamic higher edu-
cation. Two examples of this kind are highlighted in her paper: the Islamic
University of Rotterdam and Dar al-Ilm. Although the IUR stands for ‘Is-
lamic University of Rotterdam; it is not recognized as a ‘university’ in the
Netherlands. While official recognition is not at all Dar al-Ilm’s objective
— its aim is to provide as many people as possible with courses on Islam —
the IUR is certainly pursuing a position in the formal landscape of Dutch
education. It seems that the first steps have been made in this direction.
The Dutch situation is compared to the situation in France and Britain. It
becomes clear that the context of these countries set the parameters for
the possible forms Islamic higher education can take in a particular coun-
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try. In France, for example, we only find non-formal forms, and although
some attempts have been made to set up formal programmes, ideological
obstacles prevented these initiatives from growing into full-fledged pro-
grammes. In Britain, however, we find that next to the informal institu-
tions formal programmes exist as well. These programmes resulted from
Muslim initiatives that in the course of time have linked up to universities
and colleges, and through this alliance achieved validation.

In the next contribution, Ednan Aslan of the University of Vienna
discusses the developments of an academic ‘Islamic Religious Peda-
gogy’ training programme that aims to train Islam teachers for second-
ary schools in Austria. After a historical overview of the social and legal
position of the Islamic community in Austria, the author focuses on the
more recent initiative to establish a Masters study in Islamic Religious
Pedagogy at the University of Vienna, for which he is responsible. The
author addresses the objectives and content of the study programme, the
expectations of the Muslim community, and the challenges that the estab-
lishment of the Islamic Religious Pedagogy programme confronted. One
of the major challenges concerns the necessity to develop a programme
that is accommodated to the everyday social circumstances of second-
ary school students. This frequently results in fierce discussions between
Islamic theologians and the pedagogues of the university. Ednan Aslan
attests to the incredible dynamics of the Islamic disciplines to respond to
changing circumstances, and is hopeful that Islam has sufficient theoreti-
cal fundaments to stand up to these challenges.

Birgitte Johansen Schepelern has studied various European initiatives
of higher Islamic education and addresses questions of their legitimacy.
Is Islamic education sufficiently legitimized when it is integrated within
the existing institutional and legal framework of a country? Can a course
in ‘Islamic theology’ offered at a mostly secular public European univer-
sity, that is sometimes initiated by political demands, ever be perceived as
legitimate by Muslims in Europe? Public education needs to comply with
the legal and institutional framework existing in each country, it needs
funding and approval, but in order to survive it also needs support from
the Islamic faith community. Various and sometimes colliding interests
are involved when Islamic theological education enters the public sphere
of the universities. Universities have to decide on how to position them-
selves, legitimize their activities and navigate within this politicized con-
text. Johansen presents the case of education for teachers training at the
university at Erlangen-Nuremberg in Germany and compares this to the
situation in the Netherlands (Vrije Universiteit) and Denmark.
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Islam in Italy has not gained official recognition yet, according to the
contribution by Yahya Sergio Yahe Pallavicini. Most Muslims are first
generation immigrants, for whom Islam is strongly linked to their cul-
tural heritage and not based on a thorough knowledge of its doctrines.
To improve the situation, the CO.RE.IS. (Communita Religiosa Islami-
ca) initiated in 1995 a course of Islamic theological training to produce
imams. These imams can replace imported imams who are an obstacle to
the active participation of Muslims in society. The programme is centred
on the life cycle of the individual; themes like life and death, study, work,
love, and the family receive much attention, as the imam must be able to
answer questions of the believers, not only with regard to the principles
of religious doctrine, but also with regard to their religious needs. Several
Italian Muslims have successfully completed the course and most of them
now fulfil functions on a voluntary basis. The continuity and development
of the courses is in danger due to the problems of finance and institution-
alization. CO.RE.IS. has requested official recognition as the first Mus-
lim non-profit association that established a network of people trained
to satisfy the concrete religious needs of ritual practice. There are some
promising developments, but a proper place in relation to universities and
their institutions has not been realized yet.

Notes

1 The cartoons were published on September 30, 2005; the violent protests
took place in early 2006. Science-inspired atheism: Richard Dawkins, The
God Delusion, London: Bantam Press, 2006; also — more in a moral and poli-
tical context, Sam Harris, The End of Faith: Religion, Terror, and the Future of
Reason, New York: Norton, 2004 and Letter to a Christian Nation, New York:
Random House, 2006.

2 Being falsifiable (and thus specific in predictions) and accepting falsification
if it happens were the hallmarks of science in the approach of Karl Popper,
e.g. his The Logic of Discovery, orig. published 1959 (German 1935). Problems
with falsification have been brought forth by many philosophers, e.g. Paul
Feyerabend and Imre Lakatos in I. Lakatos and A. Musgrave (eds.), Criticism
and the Growth of Knowledge: Proceedings of the International Colloquium in
the Philosophy of Science, London, 1965, Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1970. The problem that falsification does not regard the theory tested
but some other bit of assumed knowledge, e.g. about the equipment or the
preparation of an experiment, has become known as the Duhem-Quine the-
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sis. The vocabulary of paradigms owes its prominence to Thomas S. Kuhn,
The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1962. Among those who stress freedom to a greater extent, prominent has
been Paul Feyerabend, Against Method: Outline of an Anarchistic Method of
Science, London: Verso, 1979.

See, for instance, as a case study of such shifts: Michael Ruse, Mystery of

Mysteries: Is Evolution a Social Construction?, Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard
University Press, 1999.
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Part One

AcADEMIC FREEDOM AND THE STUDY
oF RELIGION






1 Academic Freedom and Competing Authorities:
Historical Reflections

Ernan McMullin, Professor Emeritus of Philosophy,
University of Notre Dame

Freedom is an exceedingly slippery concept. It has taken on many different
meanings over the ages.’ Only in recent centuries has it come, as a rule, to
signify the absence of external constraints. Someone in a prison cell is not
free in that sense but still retains his ‘free’ will, his ability to choose be-
tween alternatives. The prohibition by the State of murder is not regarded
as a violation of human ‘freedom’.. yet another sense. Someone whose
behaviour is affected by addiction of one sort or another is to that extent
said to be less free... still another sense. My topic here will be freedom in
the first of these senses, freedom from constraint, when exercised in one
quite special context: the academy, yet another ambiguous concept. We
will take ‘academy’ to mean an institution of higher learning... still vague,
but it will do. And my special concern will be with academic freedom and
the early history of what today we would call the sciences.

Issues over academic freedom are as old as are academies themselves.
Recall the fate of Socrates, condemned to death on the grounds that his
teaching corrupted the youth of Athens. The implications of that sen-
tence for their own careers as teachers must have animated many a dis-
cussion among the scholars who in the next generation made up Plato’s
academy. What sort of freedom should the pursuit of wisdom, of philoso-
phy, enjoy? What could be its limits other than truth itself? Plato and his
pupil, Aristotle, were to pursue very different intellectual paths but there
was never any doubt that the philosophical differences between them
should be adjudicated only by appeal to reason and experience; there was
no competing source of intellectual authority that they would have found
acceptable. The diverse public pieties of the Greek world of their day had
no such authority. The authority they claimed, such as it was, had in-
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deed prevailed in the condemnation of Socrates; but the newly armoured
world-systems of Plato and Aristotle would not be so readily overcome,
as time would tell.

Over the course of the millennium that followed, there was one de-
velopment, in particular, that will loom large in our story. That was the
appearance of two new religious faiths, Christianity and Islam, each of
which drew on a sacred Book, the Bible or the Quran, to define its mes-
sage. According to each faith, God spoke directly through the Book’s
pages. As authority over thought and action, it was thus supreme. Quite
understandably, then, perceived challenges to that authority had to be
sternly resisted. The Book defined the meaning of human life and pointed
to a destiny beyond time for those who believed. Such a treasure was as-
suredly not to be trifled with. Here then was an authority that could make
demands, even in the domain of intellectual scholarship.

I will pass over the first centuries when the infant Christian Church
sought to define itself and its beliefs. A close watch was maintained on
the borderlands between orthodoxy and heresy. The works of the pagan,
that is, the Greek, philosophers were treated with special caution when
they seemed to bear on theological issues. For the most part, there was no
question as to where the epistemic authority lay: the Word of God took
clear precedence over the reasonings of philosophers. Let me skip ahead
many centuries, however, to a time when academies once again flourished
and the philosophies of the ancient world were once again throwing out
new shoots.

The Medieval World

In the great centres of learning of the medieval Islamic world, in the acad-
emies of places like Baghdad and Cordoba, the focus of the teaching and
scholarship was, of course, almost exclusively on the Quran and the hadith
(traditions). But various works of Plato and Aristotle in Arabic translation
had gradually come to make their influence felt also. How then should
the two magisteria, the two claimed sources of epistemic authority, relate
to one another? There were deep divisions from the beginning between
those theologians who saw the Quran as the unique source of learning and
those who believed that philosophy in the Greek tradition had much to
offer also as complement. Ibn Sina (Avicenna) was one of those latter. His
employment of neo-Platonic themes to supplement the world-view of the
Quran was much admired. But the leading Muslim theologian of the day,
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Al-Ghazali, in his book The Incoherence of the Philosophers, published
a scathing critique of Ibn Sina’s work, and went on to offer a sceptical
challenge to the claims of metaphysics generally. He made an exception
for natural philosophy, however, like the astronomy and optics that flour-
ished in the Islamic world of his day. It had in its favour, for one thing, a
clearly different sort of warrant.

However, the main conflict was still to come. The authority of Aristot-
le’s vast synthesis in its completeness and its claims to demonstration was
hard to set aside. In the hands of a master, it carried conviction for those
who took academic philosophy seriously. That master was Ibn Rushd
(Averroés) who treated the Aristotelian system as the supreme achieve-
ment of unaided human reason and argued strongly for its compatibility
with the Quran.> The Quran was the word of God but in merely human
terms it was ambiguous, he argued, thus allowing space for Aristotelian
insights to complement it. Philosophy was thus important for the theolo-
gian who sought to interpret God’s word. The freedom to study and teach
philosophy ought not, therefore, be curtailed.

His views, however, on such topics as the eternity of the world and the
nature of the human soul encountered increasing opposition and those
who were hostile to the adulteration of Quranic learning by outside influ-
ences sought to have his works condemned. Despite the favour he had
enjoyed from the Almohad rulers and the major offices in which he had
distinguished himself, the influence of conservative theologians and the
suspicion in which his radical-seeming views were generally regarded
eventually led to the banning of his writings and to his being sent into
exile. He died a few years later, in 1198. The influence of the Aristotelian
world-view he had sought to propagate, indeed of philosophy generally,
suffered rapid decline in the academies of the Islamic world in the years
that followed. But Aristotle’s world-view and Averroés’s commentaries on
it were just about to begin a new career further west.

These were the years when a new kind of educational institution was
beginning to make its way in the Latin world. The manner in which the
new universities were organized ensured that conflict between differing
magisteria would not be long in appearing.? The primary function of these
institutions was the education of clerics, though law and medicine also
had their place. Since the liberal arts had come in the century before to
be regarded as the proper preparation for theology, it seemed natural that
there should be two separate faculties, Arts and Theology. Teaching in the
liberal arts was primarily philosophical in orientation, so that one could
equally well describe the Faculty of Arts as a Faculty of Philosophy. In the
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circumstances, it was inevitable that philosophy and theology would de-
velop differently under very different regimes.

The introduction of Aristotle’s works in translation into the Latin world
in the early thirteenth century was the occasion for almost immediate
conflict between the two groups of scholars. Among those works, those
dealing with the natural world aroused particular suspicion. The eternal
and necessary universe of Aristotle, especially as it had been interpreted
by later Greek and Muslim commentators, was difficult, if not impossible,
to reconcile with the created, contingent, world of Christian faith.* In-
stead of a Creator, there was only a First Mover, ultimately responsible for
all motion but quite distant from the affairs of earth. And the living kinds
were taken to have always existed, each the sufficient reason for its own
existence.

The theologians of Paris and Oxford saw Aristotle’s science of nature as
a threat to Christian faith, and decrees to that effect were issued as early as
1210 in Paris and again in 1215. But they were ineffective in preventing the
gradual spread of the new ideas in the Faculty of Arts. The young Aquinas
learnt his Aristotle at the Emperor’s new and independent University of
Naples, and devoted much of his later academic career to reshaping the
Aristotelian heritage so as to make it hospitable to Christian faith. Some
of his colleagues at the University of Paris, notably Siger of Brabant, went
much further in their claims for the autonomy of philosophy and their
defence of Aristotelian positions that seemed clearly at odds with tradi-
tional Christian theology. The influence of Averroés on the more radical
of these Aristotelians has led to their being characterized in retrospect as
‘Averroist’

Siger strongly argued for the freedom of the teacher to pursue philo-
sophical inquiry to its rational conclusion, which for him usually turned
out to be Aristotle’s view on the matter. Like all of the other university
followers of Aristotle, Siger explicitly conceded the primacy of Christian
faith. But it seemed to his critics that he was in effect claiming a double
truth, one for theology and one for philosophy. However, in fairness, he
did hold that the philosopher, no matter how gifted, could always err,
whereas a truth of Christian faith was firm, provided of course that it
could be established that it was indeed a truth of faith. Did this constitute
a limitation on the philosopher’s academic freedom? If it did, it was one
left unquestioned.

The heated discussions between the two Faculties culminated in the
famous condemnation in 1277 by Bishop Etienne Tempier of Paris of
219 errors drawn largely from the writings of the Masters of Arts at the
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university as well as from Greek and Arabic sources.’ Siger was expelled
from the university and brought to trial for heresy before an ecclesiastical
court. Even the writings of Aquinas were touched by the condemnation.
The overall effect of the condemnation and a parallel one in the same year
at Oxford was to point philosophers away from the necessitarian universe
of Aristotelian science to one where contingency had a crucial place. But
it was certainly not the end of the Aristotelian influence in the schools,
far from it. A short few years later, Aquinas was canonized in 1323 and his
reworking of the Aristotelian synthesis became an obligatory feature of
university education in faculties of theology as well as of philosophy. So
much then for condemnations!

More important for us here is the growth in independence of the phi-
losophers, and their strengthening claim to academic freedom not just
because as teachers they should be free to present each side of disputed
issues but, more importantly, because philosophy was, in principle at
least, the search for truth and this was not to be compromised by external
constraints. In the aftermath of the decree of 1277 which he described as
a ‘scandal to both masters and students in the university, Godfrey of Fon-
taines wrote:

To chain and bind men immovably to one opinion in matters concern-
ing which there may be a diversity of views... is to hinder the pursuit
and knowledge of truth. For since conflict of opinion among learned
men will stimulate debate and discussion... the truth will be discovered
more readily if men are left free to seek out in discussion not what is
more pleasing, but what agrees with right reason.

Godfrey went further than most in extending the claims of academic free-
dom not only to the philosopher but also to the theologian. If a particular
decree seemed to conflict with ‘right reason, Godfrey argued, it was ap-
propriate to question the source of its alleged authority. A local bishop
like Tempier had no right to declare a doctrine heretical in such a case;
only a universal authority like a church council or the Pope could authori-
tatively declare something to be a matter of Catholic faith. Those years
saw the beginnings of a university debate about the locus of doctrinal au-
thority and the limits of academic freedom in theology that would lead in
uncharted directions in the centuries that followed. However, my concern
here is not with struggles internal to theology itself but with the impact of
theology and of religious authority generally on the broader explorations
of human reason that up to now we have simply called ‘philosophy’.
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So far, it has been not too inaccurate to treat philosophy as if it were
a single undifferentiated discipline, calling on reason as its warrant. But
physics in the Aristotelian philosophical tradition, the general study, that
is, of the natural world, always made room for areas of mixed warrant.
Primary among these were the ‘middle’ or ‘mixed’ sciences, those that
drew on the more abstract authority of mathematics to help handle issues
more properly physical in nature. Much the most developed of these sci-
ences was, of course, astronomy, whose origins stretched back into deep
antiquity and which had already reached a degree of maturity in Babylon
long before Aristotle’s day. Besides its employment of mathematics, its
dependence on systematic long-term observation was equally distinctive.
Its warrant, then, was of a more direct and transparent sort than was that
of other parts of philosophy, notably metaphysics.

Aristotle’s own studies of hundreds of species of animals, though non-
mathematical in its conceptual framework, could also claim a strong em-
pirical warrant.

What obscured this diversity of warrant for many centuries was the
ideal of science that Aristotle prescribed in his Posterior Analytics which
appealed to intuition-based first principles from which the sciences were
expected to flow deductively. Later Aristotelian generations took this
ideal all too seriously, the consequence being that the sort of reliance on
observation that Aristotle himself had elsewhere demonstrated tended
to wither. The professionalization of philosophy in the thirteenth-cen-
tury universities provided a new context, however, within which a worker
in natural philosophy might be inspired to turn to actual observation of
the world about which he was philosophizing. Roger Bacon, Theodoric of
Freiberg, Albertus Magnus, are among those best remembered from that
increasingly active period for their contributions to what we can fairly call
natural science.

The condemnation in 1277 of the necessitarian aspect of Aristotelian
science led many philosophers in the century that followed to emphasize
the contingency of a world that the Creator might well have shaped dif-
ferently. Ockham and his followers rejected from the beginning the as-
sumption on which Aristotle’s science depended: that the world could be
understood in terms of universals. Instead, there were only particulars
and only by means of observation could these particulars come to be
known. There were regularities to be discovered in this way but these
proceeded not from natures that necessitated but from God’s free and
caring choice. Nicholas d’Autrecourt emphasized one consequence in
particular of this new approach: knowledge of the world could only be
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probabilistic at best; the traditional goal of demonstration in natural phi-
losophy was beyond reach.”
It is not surprising, then, to find Ockham writing:

Assertions that especially concern natural philosophy, and which do
not pertain to theology, should not be solemnly condemned or forbid-
den by anyone; in such matters, everyone should be free to say whatever
he pleases without hindrance.®

There was still a caveat where theology was concerned. Ockham and his
followers were quite emphatic about the primacy of theology. Academic
freedom did not extend to any sort of questioning of what was to them,
as to other Christians, a truth beyond cavil. But like Al-Ghazali long be-
fore, they viewed natural philosophy as enjoying a freedom which derived
from its special status within the broad and epistemically diverse domain
of philosophical inquiry. They had gone to great lengths to challenge
the possibility of demonstration in natural philosophy. It could offer no
threat, then, to the truths of faith. Natural philosophers could claim at
best only a provisional or probabilistic status for their assertions. If an
apparent conflict were to be detected, they could always concede, with no
hint of damaging compromise. Natural philosophers were thus entirely
free to speculate.

Or were they? D’Autrecourt did, indeed, speculate and very widely in-
deed. He asserted the eternity of the world, challenged the traditional no-
tion of substantial change, and denied the principle of causality, all of these
implicated in the theology of the day and all perceived as part, indeed at
the centre, of natural philosophy. His works were finally condemned and
ordered destroyed by a special Papal commission, and he was called on to
recant them which he immediately did. What must be remembered here
is that what counted as natural philosophy in those days still ranged from
a metaphysics of nature, to which d’Autrecourt’s doctrines belonged, to
fields like observational astronomy with more immediate empirical war-
rant. It was these latter, in particular, that were coming to be regarded as
outside the scope of possible challenge from theological authority.

The faculties of Arts in the universities of the fourteenth century were
at this point displaying a growing degree of autonomy. Intrusion from
rival faculties of Theology were tolerated but, in practice, often resisted.
What allowed the Arts masters considerable leeway was the long-stand-
ing practice of formal public disputations in which both sides of disputed
questions would be defended.® The disputants could not be held account-
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able, therefore, for the positions they defended; it was their duty to make
the best case possible for the side of the issue assigned them whether they
believed in its truth or not. Furthermore, the emphasis on the absolute
character of God’s freedom which had been invoked by the theologians
who had opposed Aristotelian determinism had led to the flourishing of
what might be called ‘possible-world’ thinking, worlds that God could
have created but didn’t. The resulting freedom led to occasional censures
of proposed theses but very rarely to condemnation of those who had
proposed them.*

One particularly interesting instance of such speculative thought was
Nicole d’'Oresme’s striking defence of a daily rotation on the earth’s part. In
his Livre du ciel et du monde of 1377, ’Oresme argued for the impossibil-
ity on observational grounds of deciding between the heavens in motion
and the earth rotating, criticized Aristotle’s arguments for the immobility
of the earth, argued that the allusion in Scripture to the earth’s immobil-
ity simply reflected ‘common human speech) and concluded by an appeal
to the immense simplification that the acceptance of the earth’s rotation
would bring about.” Half of the Copernican case and better argued! But
what is striking and a reflection of the times was that having made his
point, he went on to retract it, allowing the traditional theologically mo-
tivated view to stand. It must mean that despite the persuasiveness of the
arguments he had offered, he did not feel free to assert the superior likeli-
hood of the controversial claim.

D’Oresme did not call on any new observational evidence in his sup-
port any more than did his contemporary, Jean Buridan, in support of his
postulate of an impetus responsible for the continuation of unimpeded
motion, a celebrated anticipation of Newton’s First Law. Despite Duhem’s
claim that the condemnation of 1277 led to a new emphasis on the impor-
tance of empirical evidence in deciding just which of the possible worlds
God had actually created, there was little sign in the natural philosophy
of the two centuries that followed 1277 of any more awareness of the rel-
evance of such evidence than there had already been in the years just
prior to 1277. What was impressive, however, was the growing intellec-
tual independence of such natural philosophers as Buridan and d’'Oresme,
no longer subservient to the Aristotelian precedent. They were not quite
there yet, but the time was not far off for a natural philosophy that would
qualify as a natural science in the modern manner.
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A New World

But before that time would arrive, a great change was to come first on
the other side of the divide between authorities, the side of theology. The
challenge that Luther and Calvin offered to the Church of Rome was first
and foremost one regarding authority in matters religious: where it lay
and how it should be exercised. The authority of the Bible alone, sola
Scriptura, they urged, was to replace that of the Pope and Church tradi-
tion. And, in principle at least, the individual Christian would be the judge
of how the text of the Bible should read. How would academic freedom
fare in this new world? When the stakes were so high, neutrality would be
hard to come by. The spread of printing made books and pamphlets, now
being published by the thousands, the main weapons of both defence and
attack on both sides of the religious divide.

The hierarchical organization of the Counter-Reform Catholic Church
lent itself to meeting this sort of challenge. In the aftermath of the re-
forming Council of Trent, Pope Pius V created the Congregation of the
Index in 1571, a permanent body in Rome whose function it was to scru-
tinize suspect publications, and if they were adjudged to favour heretical
views, they would be listed in the published Index of Prohibited Books and
banned for all Catholics. The severe constraint that this set on academic
publishing was portrayed as a necessary defence of a value considered to
be paramount: the salvation of souls.

The emphasis on the part of the Reformers on the Bible as the sole
authority in doctrinal matters encouraged a new literalism in biblical ex-
egesis. In their view, the text not only carried with it the stamp of revela-
tion but it was meant to be intelligible to the individual believer, so that
the literal, immediate sense was to be preferred. This new literalism soon
spread from the Reformers to the Counter-Reform side since each de-
pended on proof-texts in support of its own positions against the other.
Any departure from the literal in the interpretation of biblical passages,
unless it was clearly licensed in context, thus came more and more to be
frowned on. It is important to remember this if one is to understand what
comes next.

My concern here is to trace the way in which the authority of religious
faith related to the authority of philosophy, and more particularly natural
philosophy, in academic contexts down through the ages. We have arrived
at the point when natural philosophy was to complete its transformation
into natural science. And the person most responsible for that was Gali-
leo Galilei who was more instrumental than any other at this moment for
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three different ‘revolutions) to use a much-contested word: one in the
methods and aims of natural science that would separate that field more
or less from its parent philosophy, one in mechanics, and one in cosmol-
ogy. It was this last that led to what has for generations been regarded as
the paradigm case of religious-scientific conflict, the celebrated ‘Galileo
Affair, the case that inevitably comes to mind when the topic of science
and academic freedom is mentioned. It seems appropriate that I should
end by trying to bring some clarity to an affair that has long been ob-
scured in a haze of polemic.

In the light of what I have just said about the literalist turn that the practice
of biblical exegesis took in the course of the sixteenth century, it will not
be surprising to learn that the initial reaction to the Copernican claims
of the earth’s motion and the sun’s rest was unfavourable both among the
Reformers and among Roman theologians. There are passages in the Old
Testament where the sun’s motion across the sky and the dependable sta-
bility of the earth are each mentioned. Influential Jesuit biblical scholars
in the 1590s were in agreement that the texts of Scripture mentioning the
earth’s rest or the sun’s motion had to be interpreted literally; failing to do
so risked the accusation of heresy, they wrote, because it implicitly called
into question the revealed character of the biblical text.*

Galileo’s astronomical discoveries in the years 1609-1612 lent a new ur-
gency to the whole affair. They seriously challenged the Aristotelian world-

Galileo Galilei (1564-1642), Italian physicist,
mathematician, astronomer, and philosopher. The
‘Galileo Affair’came to represent the paradigm
case of religion-science conflict.
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view, in particular the claim that the planets circled the sun as centre. De-
fenders of Aristotle not surprisingly called on the aid of the theologians in
their support. Convinced of the merits of the Copernican system, Galileo
realized that it would have to face opposition on two fronts: from theolo-
gians and from natural philosophers. In a letter to his former pupil, Bene-
detto Castelli, he laid out several reasons why the Scriptural references
should not be allowed to undermine the Copernican case. First, calling on
a traditional principle in Scriptural exegesis, he argued that the biblical
writers accommodated their language to the capacities of their audiences,
in this case to the ways they perceived their world. Second, the Bible was
never intended to inform people about the nature of the world, about top-
ics that were fully accessible to the natural abilities God had already be-
stowed on humans. And as a back-up argument, Galileo urged that prudent
theologians should never presume to commit their readers to debatable
interpretations of Scripture on topics concerning nature that later might
possibly be disproved on the grounds of natural reason. These were good
arguments. Taken together, they should have given his opponents pause.’

But they did not. Galileo’s letter was denounced to the Congregation of
the Holy Office in Rome, the supreme tribunal on matters of faith. In 1616,
the associated Congregation of the Index issued a decree banning works
defending the Copernican claims on the grounds that these claims were
‘contrary to Scripture, and on the Pope’s orders, Galileo was commanded
in private to abandon the Copernican position. This was the crucial mo-
ment in the entire Galileo Affair. Galileo’s trial seventeen years later, fol-
lowing the publication of his great Dialogue on Two Chief World Systems,
was in a real sense no more than a postscript to it. The merits of the
Copernican case, which had been greatly strengthened by the Dialogue,
were never even discussed during the trial; the ground of his eventual
condemnation needed to be no more than his alleged flouting of the order
laid on him all those years before.

How could the consulters in 1616 have made such an error? There were
two reasons in particular why they apparently decided to ignore the obvi-
ous merits of an appeal to the principle of accommodation. First was the
overwhelmingly literalist emphasis among the interpreters of Scripture
at the time and, in Rome, the primacy of Roman authority in any mat-
ter bearing on Scriptural interpretation. Cardinal Bellarmine, the leading
Catholic theologian of the day and the principal figure in the discussions
around the 1616 decision, once wrote that where the Bible was concerned,
‘each and every word pertains to the faith’** The second reason was the
near unanimous view among the natural philosophers and astronomers
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of the time (Kepler would have been the only major exception) that the
Copernican system, despite its predictive merits, did not entail the reality
of the motions it postulated; in a word, in realistic terms it was false. Tak-
ing these two considerations together, they would immediately entail the
negative verdict. If in fact, the consultors could take for granted, as they
evidently did, they had on their side the scientists (as we would call them)
of their day, their decision was almost foreordained given the literalist
climate in Christian theology at that moment and the consequent likeli-
hood that the obvious applicability of the principle of accommodation to
the case would be ignored.

Itis important to realize that the theologians in no way imagined them-
selves to be opposing the natural science of their time. Quite the opposite:
they were depending on it, in part, for their verdict. Where they went
wrong was in supposing that the negative consensus among the natural
philosophers of the day in regard to the reality of the claimed motion of
the earth would hold good in years to come. The notion that natural sci-
ence could become a dynamic, changing enterprise would hardly have
crossed their minds. Besides, they would have been assured of the right-
ness of their decision (as we know Bellarmine was) by the, to them, intui-
tive absurdity of the assertion that the earth on which we stand is really in
incomprehensibly rapid motion.

The decree from the Roman Congregation of the Index in 1616 stat-
ing that the Copernican theses are contrary to Scripture was primarily
bad theology. It was not the straightforward paradigm of religion-science
opposition that one still finds in the literature. The scientists of 1616, if
we may call them that, would not on the whole have disagreed with the
declaration that the Copernican system was false. Where many of them
might have disagreed was with the wisdom and the theological propriety
of declaring this falsity in explicit religious terms.

But after the publication of the Dialogue in 1632 and the subsequent
trial, the scene quickly changed. The Dialogue, as already noted, had put
forward a far better case for the Copernican system than anything that
natural philosophers had seen before. Support for it began to grow; it no
longer seemed so absurd. In the northern European countries, the trial
and its outcome had deeply offended Protestant sensibilities, and ensured
that even the most biblically literalist in matters Scriptural would hesitate
to raise doubts about Copernicanism on biblical grounds for fear of being
thought too Roman. At the same time, the new sciences were gathering
momentum and growing in confidence and authority. Challenging them
on religious grounds was becoming less and less acceptable.
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In Catholic countries, the ban on Copernican ideas was widely promul-
gated and the predictively equivalent Tychonic alternative which had the
planets circling the sun and the sun in turn circling the earth was officially
preferred. Descartes suspended work on his Le monde but questioned the
binding force of the ban and later went on to publish a cleverly relativ-
ized Copernican planetary model in his Principia philosophiae. Gassendi
and Mersenne, both clerics, inferred from the ‘corrections’ imposed by
the Congregation of the Index on Copernicus’s book that the Copernican
system could still be treated ‘hypothetically’ which gave them every op-
portunity to argue cautiously in its favour, relying on the ambiguity in
the current usage of that term (‘possibly true’ or ‘no more than a useful
formalism’) on which Galileo had earlier leant all too heavily.

The Jesuit astronomers did their best to justify the original ban and still
managed to praise the merits of the Copernican model, provided that it
was regarded simply as a predictive device only. As time passed, the ban
on Copernicanism was less and less enforced.” By the end of the century,
as the support given to the Copernican world-system by Newton’s me-
chanics came to be more or less universally recognized, the ban became a
dead letter. However, the Congregation of the Index was slow to recognize
this publicly, and the works of Copernicus and Galileo remained on the
Index of Prohibited Books until 1835. The Index itself was finally aban-
doned in 1965. It is questionable whether it had ever been really effective
in achieving its goals.

But harking back to the eighteenth century, the popular esteem in which
Newtonian mechanics was held communicated itself to the natural sciences
generally. It was not as though potential conflict with theological doctrine
was ignored; the academic debates around the vast increase in scale of time
past implicated in the new geology, for example, were nothing if not vigor-
ous. But there was no suggestion that the proponents of the new ideas were
not free to express them. The debate was to be settled on its scholarly mer-
its, the role of the Bible in matters of the sort one of the issues. The advent
of Darwin’s Origin of Species was to occasion even more dissension, inside
and outside the academy. But I will leave that topic to my colleague.

Summing up
It is time to sum up. The constraints laid on teaching and writing in the

medieval period by religious authority, the authority of a sacred Book or
its official interpreters, would not have been regarded at the time as being
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unjustly imposed. The academies of the day were founded in significant
part to further the message of the sacred Book under the direction of the
religious institutions that had grown up to develop as well as to safeguard
that message. It was widely agreed that the message itself was in a real sense
the word of God and thus to be safeguarded at all costs. Human reasonings
were fallible and could not of themselves be allowed to challenge the sacred.
In those early days, the notion that academics were free to offer such chal-
lenge, that they enjoyed a special privilege in that regard, would hardly have
crossed people’s minds, even the minds of the academics themselves.

The impact of Aristotelian natural philosophy and the theological re-
action against it fostered a climate of debate in the universities of the
fourteenth century. The notion that natural philosophy was of its nature
speculative and thus should be allowed free rein gained wider and wider
acceptance. The quarrel over the locus of epistemic authority in matters
religious set off by the Protestant Reformation weakened the ability of re-
ligious authorities generally to restrict academic teaching and writing on
theological grounds. The new sciences of the seventeenth century prom-
ised to be progressive in character. Galileo pointed out, as indeed Au-
gustine had done before him, that a hypothesis about nature that was no
more than speculative today might in the course of time become a solidly
supported claim. It would be wise, then, on the part of religious authority,
he argued, not to rush to judgment in regard to new scientific initiatives
until their implications and their warrant had time to clarify themselves.

Restrictions set on academic freedom first in natural philosophy and
later in the sciences never proved effective in the long run. The way to
meet challenging scientific ideas, it was clear, was with other ideas, not
with constraints on expression. The modern university is a complex in-
stitution, with many and diverse functions. But so long as the issue is
confined to the university’s primary epistemic role, the dissemination and
extension of knowledge, the upholding of academic freedom has assur-
edly proved its worth over the long experience of the centuries.

Notes
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2  Freedom of Thought and the Authority of Tradition in
Modern Jewish Philosophy:
The Cases of Spinoza and Mendelssohn

Reinier Munk, Professor of Judaism in Modern Europe,
Leiden University

How does freedom of thought relate to the authority of tradition? This
paper presents a discussion concerning this question of the views of two
representatives of modern Jewish philosophy: Baruch de Spinoza (1632-
1677) and Moses Mendelssohn (1729-1786).

For Spinoza, freedom of thought or academic freedom includes — among
other things — a critical account of religion and religious texts, which is
to say that the account is guided by the rules of reason without being
bound by creed and confession. Mendelssohn fully agrees with Spinoza’s
views on the freedom of thought in matters of religion. Yet he does not
support Spinoza’s qualification of a particular traditional conception as
being ‘without solid grounds’ and ‘contrary to reason’ He thereby raises
the problem of the criterion for calling traditional conceptions rational
and well-founded, a problem that is at the core of the discussion of the
authoritative character of religious traditions including the supposed dis-
tinction between reason and revelation.

Baruch de Spinoza

In the Tractatus Theologico-politicus (1670), henceforth called Tracta-
tus) Spinoza presents a political plea for freedom of thought and free-
dom of religion. To Spinoza, freedom of thought and freedom of religion
are a precondition for people’s piety, for peace in state and society, and
for the virtuous life of its citizens. His support of this claim includes a
discussion of the nature of religion and the state; a discussion of Juda-
ism in ancient times; a discussion of the rules for the interpretation of
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= (1632-1677), Jewish
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In his Tractatus
Theologico-politicus
(1670) Spinoza
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of thought and
freedom of religion.

Scripture, including a critique of current views on the authority of Scrip-
ture. Furthermore, the treatise discusses misconceptions and prejudices
in religion, and the role of political and religious authorities. To Spi-
noza, freedom of thought is primarily the freedom to think according
to the rules and principles of reason, without being guided or hindered
by other rules and principles, and above all without being hindered by
clerical dignitaries. In the time of Spinoza, quite a number of religious
dignitaries and ministers strongly opposed freedom of thought. Their
opposition included an appeal to the sacred writings of their tradition.
In order to counter these arguments, the Tractatus includes a discus-
sion of the nature of philosophy, the nature of religion and superstition,
the authority of Scripture and the related themes of revelation, miracles,
election, etc.

Let me start with Spinoza’s remarks on superstition. Superstition would
never have such a hold on men were they able to control all their circum-
stances by a fixed set of rules, or were they always favoured by fortune.
Unfortunately, this is not always the case in reality. If a man is driven into
a corner and is kept fluctuating between hope and fear by the uncertainty
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of fortune’s favours, man is inherently prone to credulity and inclined to
believe almost anything. All men are subject to superstition by nature,
according to Spinoza, referring to superstition as ‘the delusion of human
wisdom' Because it is engendered and fostered by fear, superstition has its
basis in fear, i.e. in emotion, and can be maintained by hope, hatred, anger,
and deceit only. One of the strongest elements of superstition is, accord-
ing to Spinoza, that it serves as a most powerful ruler of the masses, es-
pecially if superstition is presented under the veil of religion. Many a king
has been lauded or maligned, with pomp and ceremony, by the people on
account of superstitious views.

Yet a free state, and especially a free republic, will not manipulate its
citizens by invoking these emotions. A free state is based on the insight
that the goal of freedom for all its citizens will not be achieved if the free
judgment of an individual is restricted and hindered by credulity and prej-
udice. These hindrances degrade man, transforming him from a rational
into an irrational being and obstruct the power of judgment allowing man
to distinguish between True and False. The worst form of credulity and
prejudice in Spinoza’s eyes includes the often-voiced opinion considering
Reason or ‘natural light” as the source of sin and impiety and contempt of
reason as an expression of divine illumination.

In order to present an alternative to superstitious beliefs and to en-
able a correct understanding of religion and Scripture, Spinoza set out
the task for himself of examining Scripture and religion anew. His ex-
amination of Scripture starts with the presupposition that there is no
methodological difference between research in the natural sciences and
research of religious texts. Their methods are the same; both follow the
scheme of observation, conceptualization of these observations, and
subsequently structuring and explaining the observations with aid of
these concepts.

The similarity in methodology notwithstanding, the results of the two
are rather different, according to Spinoza. The natural sciences lead to-
wards reliable knowledge of the truth, whereas the result of the study of
religious texts is of a different nature. It leads towards obedience, spe-
cifically, obedience to the divine rule of loving one’s fellow man, and the
divine rule of justice. These two have to be obeyed, because they are di-
vinely ordained, ordered by the Divine. The distinction between ‘philoso-
phy and science’ as the instruments for knowing the truth, and ‘religion’
as the instrument for teaching obedience, is a crucial one in the Tractatus,
as we will see below. In line with this distinction, Spinoza claims that the
authority of the Hebrew prophets has weight in matters of morality and
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the true virtuous life only. This is to say that it does not have weight in
questions of truth, or matters of theoretical reason.

The inquiry into Scripture also revealed to Spinoza that Scripture does
not teach us the corruption of human reason. Scripture does not devalue
reason or ‘natural light] it does not present reason as the source of sin
and impiety; nor the contempt of reason as an expression of divine il-
lumination. Moreover, Spinoza’s inquiries into Scripture offered him the
insight that the divine law as it is revealed to man in Scripture is not at
odds with the laws as taught by natural light. Spinoza therefore concludes
that Scripture allows human reason absolute freedom. Scripture does not
teach anything that is incompatible with reason, nor anything counter to
it. Religion and philosophy have different aims — obedience to the Divine
Law and knowledge of the truth — and stand on different footings. Be this
as it may, religion has become blurred by man’s susceptibility to supersti-
tion and also by the fact that man pays tribute to the ‘Book of Scripture’
rather than to the “Word of God’ Spinoza therefore concludes that reli-
gious doctrine needs to be purified, and it is this purification he aims at in
the Treatise.

The purification of religion entails a critical account of religion, en-
abling a distinction between ‘true religion’ and superstition — as well as a
critical account of Scripture. One of the discussions that may then arise
concerns the problem of contradictions and inconsistencies in Hebrew
Scripture, and the question whether the prophet Moses is the author of
the Torah, the first five books of Scripture, which are attributed to him in
Jewish tradition. Spinoza mentions Abraham Ibn Ezra, the twelfth-cen-
tury philosopher and commentator of Scripture, as the first among all the
authors he had read who addressed these questions in his writings. How-
ever, Ibn Ezra expressed his opinions in a concealed way and therefore
Spinoza took it upon himself to elucidate on the hints of Ibn Ezra and to
throw full light on this matter.

Having arrived at this point, we can make the observation that Spino-
za was not the first to address these problems in a more elaborate way if
compared with Ibn Ezra. Others, including kindred souls and earlier con-
temporaries such as Isaac la Peyrére, Menasseh ben Israel, Hugo Grotius
and Thomas Hobbes, to mention these only, discussed these and related
problems as well, and Spinoza had read their writings on these matters.
Abraham Ibn Ezra preceded these authors, indeed. Yet he was not the first
to deal with these questions either. I do not intend to question Spinoza’s
statement that Ibn Ezra was the first he had read on this matter; this may be
factual and rhetorical just as well. But for our understanding of Spinoza’s
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reference to Abraham Ibn Ezra it is relevant to know; first of all, that earlier
discussions on these matters are presented in Rabbinical lore (midrashim)
and in philosophical texts, including Saadia Gaon’s Kitab al-Amanat wal-
Itikadat, or “The Book of Beliefs and Opinions’ This Jewish philosopher
of the first half of the tenth century served a number of years as head of
the celebrated Babylonian Talmudical Academy of Sura. And, secondly, a
name to be introduced here in particular, albeit by way of diversion, is that
of Hiwi al-Balkhi, as he is referred to by both Saadia and Ibn Ezra.

Hiwi of Balkh is a rather remarkable figure. He lived in Balkh during the
second half of the ninth century. It seems that Hiwi was the spokesman
of Jews who had some leaning towards the Zoroastrian religion. Hiwi was
neither a Karaite, nor a sceptic, let alone a Rabbanite; he is labelled as a ra-
tionalist, and is even called the Jewish Marcion of the age Unfortunately,
his writings have all been lost, including a work in which more than two
hundred objections against Scripture appear to have been articulated. We
know of this work and of (some of ) Hiwi’s opinions through the passionate
refutation of these by Saadia Gaon, and through later references to Hiwi,
such as Abraham Ibn Ezra’s and those of Abraham Ibn Daud (Andalus,
twelfth century). Saadia, who was born at about the time Hiwi articulated
his views, refers to these refutations in his ‘Book of Beliefs and Opinions’
and in his book about Hiwi that is lost. Part of the latter, however, could
be reconstructed and published by Israel Davidson in 1915 on account of
text fragments found in the Cairo Geniza.

It may be that Hiwi articulated his views, and especially his objections
against Scripture, under the influence of Islamic sceptics of the ninth cen-
tury. Yet Hiwi’s objections also bear an interesting resemblance to the
Pahlavi-text ‘Skand Goumanik Vicar’ of Martan Faruk. This text is a de-
fence of Zoroastrianism, in which the author sets himself the task to re-
fute the teachings of Judaism, Christianity, Islam, and Manichaeism. And
the ways in which he tries to refute these teachings include, of course, a
list of the apparent inconsistencies and contradictions in the Books of the
four traditions just mentioned, including the Hebrew Scripture.

The writings of Hiwi, Saadia, Abrahm ibn Ezra and Spinoza’s Tractatus
are only a few of many more texts exemplifying the long standing discus-
sion, by Jews and non-Jews alike, of inconsistencies and contradictions in
Hebrew Scripture.

Spinoza’s discussion of Scripture leads him to the conclusion that its
first five books were not written entirely by Moses in person; how, for
instance, could he have written the lines of the Torah that deal with his
own death? The belief that Moses was the author of these five is qualified
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by Spinoza as ‘ungrounded’ and ‘against reason’ This conclusion does not
raise a serious problem for his conception of religion, since to Spinoza the
true religion, God’s Eternal Word and Covenant, is inscribed by the divine
in the human heart, that is, in the mind. The written law reflects the early
stages of the religion of the Hebrews, the condition of children as Spinoza
phrases, whereas the law written in the human heart reflects their religion
on the more mature level of adults. And against the objection that even
though the Word of God is written in the heart, Scripture is nevertheless
the word of God as well, and it is therefore unworthy to say that Scripture
is mutilated and corrupted — to this objection Spinoza replied that those
who hold this opinion are worshipping paper and ink instead of God’s
word; and that he for his part said nothing unworthy of Scripture or the
word of God, and made no assertions which could not be proven — with
use of the most plain arguments — to be true.

Spinoza does not object to the idea that Scripture is the word of God
and therefore is to be considered a sacred text. On the contrary, the op-
posite is true: Scripture is the word of God and a sacred text, indeed.
However, the point under discussion is the question of the characteris-
tics of a sacred text, and the criterion for calling it divine. With respect
to these two questions Spinoza points out, among other things, that the
books themselves are neither divine nor sacred. The books included in
the Hebrew Scripture were selected from many, and were collected and
sanctioned by a council of learned men and teachers. These men were
guided in their choice by an idea of the word of God and the law of God.
It is this ‘idea’ that to Spinoza is the true religion, and the law of God.
And on account of this idea Scripture can subsequently be considered as
a divine and a sacred text. An idea, however, cannot be flawed, tampered
with, and corrupted. As an idealist avant la lettre, but nevertheless one in
heart and soul, Spinoza can therefore conclude just as well that the divine
law as taught by Scripture has come down to us uncorrupted.

We thus have to draw a distinction between the idea ‘“Word of God), or
the idea of revelation for that matter, and the form the idea has taken in
Scripture, that is, the scheme and manner of obedience. The written word
of God, or revelation, aims at obedience. And obedience to God is nothing
more nor less than love of one’s neighbour. The knowledge commended in
Scripture is confined to that which everybody needs in order to be able to
obey God in the way required by that precept, and the ignorance of which
is bound to leave men without any instruction in obedience. The specula-
tive matters that do not bear on this point are not relevant to Scripture,
and are therefore to be kept apart from revealed religion. Religion teaches
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us moral certainty, the certainty we hope for. We cannot be more cer-
tain of what is revealed than the prophets were to whom it was revealed
originally. Philosophy, on the other hand, teaches logical or mathematical
certainty, the absolute certainty of truth. It is for this reason that Spino-
za draws such a sharp distinction between philosophy and theology, and
claims that Scripture should not be adjusted to the insights of philosophy,
nor philosophy to the insights of Scripture.

The incompatibility of the two is not to be understood as if Spinoza of-
fers a plea for blind faith. We should make use of reason in order to grasp
what is revealed. If we would accept Scripture blindly, we would act fool-
ishly and injudiciously, which is what we should not do, of course. How-
ever, Spinoza’s point with respect to the distinction between philosophy
and theology is that the basis of theology is revelation, and the natural
light of reason cannot prove that revelation is or was necessary:

..we cannot perceive by the natural light of reason that simple obedience
is the path of salvation, and [we] are taught by revelation only that it is
so by the special grace of God, which our reason cannot attain, it follows
that Scripture has brought a very great consolation to mankind. All men
can certainly become obedient; but only a very few, compared with all of
humanity, can become virtuous under the unaided guidance of reason
[the freedom of thought]. So that if we did not have the testimony of
Scripture, we should doubt whether any but a very few could be saved.

Scripture is revealed for the benefit of nearly all, and their salvation,
whereas a few enlightened minds can achieve the virtue of relying on the
unaided guidance of reason.

On account of what has been said so far, it seems fair to conclude that
the Tractatus first of all includes a plea for the freedom of thought, which
is a precondition for stability and peace in the state, and for the piety of
its citizens. Secondly, it includes a critical method for the correct under-
standing of Scripture, or religion for that matter. The correct and critical
understanding of Scripture and religion also serves as a precondition for
the freedom and peace of the state.

I will not discuss the third part of the Tractatus here, addressing Spino-
za’s views of the state, and will continue with the discussion of the views
of Moses Mendelssohn, leading up to his views on the claims of Spinoza’s
saying that as there are many things in the Pentateuch which cannot have
been written by Moses, no one can affirm on solid grounds that Moses is
the author of the Pentateuch, and the affirmation runs counter to reason.

FREEDOM OF THOUGHT AND THE AUTHORITY OF TRADITION 53



Moses Mendelssohn

Moses Mendelssohn was a German philosopher and a contemporary of
Kant, who articulated his ideas about a century after Spinoza. In fact,
Mendelssohn is the philosopher who stood up for Spinoza in the realm
of philosophy. Spinoza was despised and ridiculed in public by philoso-
phers in the late seventeenth and the eighteenth century. Mendelssohn,
in his Philosophische Schriften of 1753, offered a plea to alter this negative
image of our radical Enlightener. And together with others, he was quite
successful in his endeavour, indeed. This is not to say that Mendelssohn
agreed with everything Spinoza argued. Yet Mendelssohn was convinced
that this excellent philosopher deserved to be studied profoundly and in
detail, his mistakes and misconceptions notwithstanding.

The points of similarity between the views held by Mendelssohn and by
Spinoza include, first of all, the presupposition that there is no meth-
odological difference between research in the natural sciences and the
research of religious texts. Mendelssohn shares the opinion that science
deals with reliable knowledge of truth, i.e. the field of theoretical knowl-
edge, whereas religion primarily applies to the realm of practical knowl-
edge, and the realm of action. Scripture leaves reason absolutely free.
Reason or natural light is definitely not the source of sin and impiety, and
the contempt of reason not an expression of divine illumination. He fur-
thermore agrees that divine law does not teach something that is incom-
patible with or opposing reason, and also that religious doctrine needs to
be purified, brought up to date, and reformulated. Like Spinoza, Mendels-
sohn states that the natural light of reason cannot prove the necessity of
revelation. And the two agree as well on the point that revelation is only
relevant for those who received it, and is superfluous for those who did
not. A point of difference between Spinoza and Mendelssohn, however,
is that in Mendelssohn’s view the people who received the revelation are
the Jewish people, whereas Spinoza would maintain, so it can be argued,
that revelation is addressed to all. To Mendelssohn, revelation is super-
fluous for achieving the aims of life. These aims are defined in a classic
Aufkldrungs-style as self-improvement, self-perfection, and happiness. In
the process of striving for self-improvement and happiness, man does not
need revelation; the virtues and truths that can be known through the use
of reason are sufficient for teaching these aims. Mendelssohn’s argument
for this claim is, first of all, the general validity of the claims of reason, and,
secondly, the assumption of divine fairness to all of mankind. The latter is
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taken to mean that, if revelation were to be intended as a prerequisite for
self-improvement, perfection, and happiness, then all of mankind would,
no doubt, have received it. However, not all men, but the people of Israel
alone received the laws by revelation, for no other reason than that God
in his wisdom and knowledge has ruled it accordingly. Israel accepted the
Torah, and is henceforth bound by it for achieving self-perfection, and
happiness. This traditional Jewish understanding of revelation is lacking
in Spinoza’s. To Spinoza, revelation (Scripture) is indispensable for the
salvation of mankind, with the exception of the very few who are phi-
losophers; whereas to Mendelssohn, Scripture is revealed to the Jewish
people, as a consequence of which they are bound by it in their striving
for self-perfection and happiness, whereas Hebrew Scripture is irrelevant
for the salvation of mankind. For it would be unfair of the Divine to judge
people according to insights that were not revealed to them beforehand,
and the Divine is all but unfair, obviously.

Another point of difference, or so it seems, between the two is their
opinion on Moses as the author of the first five books of Scripture. At this
point Spinoza claims that calling Moses the author of these five is ‘counter
to reason’ Mendelssohn for his part, however, can be quoted as saying in
the introduction to his commentary on the five books of Moses:

We-hinne, Moshe Rabbenu katav kol ha-Torah kulah min Bereshit ad
le-einei kol yisraeel, wa-af shemona pesuqim ha-acharonim, min wa-
yamat Moshe ad sof ha-Torah. (Moses our Teacher wrote the entire To-
rah, from ‘In the beginning’ [Gen 1,1] until ‘in the eyes of all of Israel’
[Deut 34,12], also the last eight verses, from ‘And Moses died’ [Deut
34,5] until the end of the Torah.)

With this, Mendelssohn presents the most radical traditional view of Mo-
ses as the author of the Torah and holds a rather different opinion to
Spinoza. This despite the similarities with Spinoza in methodology and
contents of thought, Mendelssohn’s plea for a rehabilitation of Spinoza,
and Spinoza’s qualification of this view on Moses as contrary to reason,
notwithstanding. The point of difference between the two philosophers
on this topic is that Spinoza’s qualification holds if Moses is considered as
the author of the Torah in the plain, historical and literal meaning of the
word only. Here we can also refer to the literalist turn in Biblical studies
that McMullin discusses in this volume. The evidence offered by Spinoza
and others make it hard to believe that Mendelssohn would simply dis-
miss the objections to considering Moses as the author of the Torah in the
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plain, literary meaning of the word. In a more sophisticated, figurative or
metaphorical way of speaking, however, Moses can still be considered the
author of the Pentateuch. The critique of Spinoza, Hiwi, and others has no
effect on the metaphorical meaning of the word. And this, so I would like
to suggest, is Mendelssohn’s position regarding the topic under discus-
sion. The radical position Mendelssohn articulated in his defence of Mo-
ses being the author of the Torah, I consider to be an argument in support
of this metaphorical meaning. Mendelssohn thereby takes up the possi-
bility to profess, practice and teach the religious tradition he adheres to.
The difference between a literal and a metaphorical way of speaking about
Moses as the author of the Torah, or the Pentateuch, urges for a qualifica-
tion of Spinoza’s claim according to which it is contrary to reason to call
Moses the author of the Torah. At this point Spinoza fails to take notice,
or so it seems, of the well known statement, articulated in the Tractatus
as well, according to which, first of all, Scripture is written ba-lashon bene
adam, in the language of men; and, secondly, that all of Scripture is ac-
commodated to the understanding of the vulgus. Spinoza would be among
the first to affirm that the language and the understanding of the vulgus
is to be distinguished from those of the philosophers. Just as he draws a
disctinction, in the Tractatus, between a text that is written for the bene
adam, the vulgus — that is to say, the common people that is not guided by
reason — and one that is written for the elite, the philosophus lector, only.
Mendelssohn, for his part, presented his metaphorical way of speaking
about Moses as the author of the Torah in his Bi‘ur, the commentary on
Scripture which he wrote neither for scholar in Hebrew Scripture, nor for
the philosopher, but for the people.
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3 Academic Freedom and the Symbolic Significance
of Evolution®

Willem B. Drees, Professor of Philosophy of Religion and
Ethics, Leiden University

Evolution is a central, perhaps even the central, explanatory scheme in
biology. It has also become a rallying point for religious and cultural con-
troversies about science. Precisely because evolution has acquired ma-
jor symbolic significance, academic freedom and religious freedom are
invoked by both sides. Champions of an evolutionary understanding of
the natural world appeal to academic freedom as freedom from religious,
ecclesiastical and political interference; religious freedom is understood
as freedom for religion as long as religion does not trespass on the prop-
er domain of science. Those who reject an evolutionary understanding
of reality appeal to academic freedom as well, to argue for the freedom
to teach alternative theories or religiously inspired points of view. Thus,
their understanding of religion seems to include some issues dealt with in
the context of the natural sciences.

These controversies over evolution thus provide a context to reflect
upon academic and religious freedom. How is ‘academic freedom’ in-
voked by both sides? And what is the scope of ‘religion” when ‘religious
freedom’ is emphasized? More generally, what is the proper relation of
academic and religious freedom when we deal with the natural sciences?
How should scientific understandings and religious convictions interact?
Why is evolution such a loaded issue, unlike gravity, electricity or the flow
of fluids? Is evolution only an issue for particular Christian groups in the
United States, or is the issue also relevant elsewhere and in the context of
other religious traditions? In this chapter, I'll consider a few situations in
which ‘evolution’ was central to a controversy. By analysing motives and
mechanisms in such controversies we might perhaps acquire a better un-
derstanding of ‘academic freedom’ in the context of religion and science
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and of options for a less discordant co-existence of religious convictions
and scientific research and teaching.

Three issues will be considered in particular. First, I'll attempt to clarify
the symbolic significance of ‘evolution’ by offering a brief historical sketch
of some aspects of the interplay of religion and science in ‘natural theol-
ogy’ in the European history of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.
A controversy in 1860, just after the appearance of the book by Charles
Darwin, The Origin of Species, will be used to clarify the multiple dimen-
sions of conflicts in ‘religion and science’ In the second section we then
turn to more recent events, when ‘Intelligent Design” has become a major
label for the anti-evolution position. A court case in Dover, Pennsylvania,
in 2005, will be discussed, as ‘academic freedom’ was a major dimension
of that legal case. In the third section, we’ll consider briefly controversies
over evolution outside the United States, and in particular the context of
the Atlas of Creation by Harun Yahya, a Turkish creationist, widely dis-
tributed in Europe in late 2006 and early 2007.

Following these three explorations, I'll offer in the final section some
general considerations on ‘academic freedom, religion and science’ I will
argue that controversies over academic freedom and religious freedom are
to be understood as controversies about the proper nature and domain of
science and of religion. My own view is that these freedoms regard such
important values that is worthwhile to accept the constraints that these
values put on the nature of religious convictions and on the nature of the
scientific enterprise. Though this is a version of restraint rather than ex-
pansion,® it is precisely such self-restraint that allows for an unhampered
development of science and a persistent role for religion in our modern
world.

A Brief history of the Symbolic Significance of Evolution
Restraint in Early Modern Science: The Royal Society

As an early example of intentional self-restraint, let us consider the Royal
Society of London. This society was formed in 1660 as a college for the
promotion of experimental learning. The Society sought to avoid scholar-
ship that had its base in authority (‘schoolmen) scholastics), whether that
be the authority of a great philosopher such as Aristotle or of a religious
nature. Its regulations also stipulated that in their meetings members
should not engage in debates on politics and religion, and the ‘luxury and
redundance of speech’? No overstatements or suggestive metaphors, no
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politics and no sectarian religious strife, but experiments and facts, so-
berly presented, such was their recipe for cooperation to develop sound
science, or ‘natural philosophy’ as it was still called at the time. Though
not labelled such, one might see this as an understanding of academic
freedom as freedom from political and religious interference, in an age of
religious turmoil.

This self-understanding did not exclude all religious discourse. The
early historian of the Royal Society, Thomas Sprat, wrote of the members
that:

they meddle no otherwise with Divine things, than onely as the Power,
and Wisdom, and Goodness of the Creator, is display’d in the admirable
order, and workmanship of the Creatures. It cannot be deny’d, but it lies
in the Natural Philosophers hands, best to advance that part of Divin-
ity: which, though it fills not the mind, with such tender, and powerful
contemplations, as that which shews us Man's Redemption by a Media-
tor; yet it is by no means to be pass’d by unregarded: but is an excellent
ground to establish the other. This is a Religion, which is confirm’d, by
the unanimous agreement of all sorts of Worships: and may serve in
respect to Christianity, as Solomon’s Porch to the Temple; into the one
the Heathens themselvs did also enter; but into the other, onely God’s
peculiar People.*

Religiously essential topics in Christianity such as our salvation, Christ,
or the most important issues of faith (the inner sanctuary of the temple)
were not dealt with in their meetings. Claims regarding special revelation,
whether as Scripture or otherwise, were not necessarily rejected, but in
their scientific work they imposed on themselves a limitation, namely to
deal only with that which is accessible to observation by being displayed in
the created order. This intentional self-limitation was defended religious-
ly, by voicing the expectation that such science advances knowledge of
God as well. Of course, whether all members always lived up to their own
standards is a different matter, and even the meaning of such standards is
more complex than can be treated here.* My point here is merely that self-
restraint, resulting in the exclusion of religious considerations from the
scientific discourse, was seen as the basis of the scientific community and
of scientific progress, but that it was not intended as anti-religious.

An appeal to restraint was not new. Another version appears in Galil-
eo’s defence of the legitimacy of his observations with the newly invented
telescope, half a century earlier. McMullin referred in his contribution to
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Galileo’s letter to Castelli.® Galileo’s letter to Duchess Christina of 1615 is
another expression of his views on the relation between the two domains.
Here Galileo quotes a cardinal, Baronius, who is supposed to have said
that the Holy Ghost does not want us to teach how the heavens go, but
how to go to heaven. That is, the role of Scripture is different from that of
science. With respect to a more modern area of science, one might para-
phrase this by saying that the life sciences teach us about life while reli-
gion teaches us how to live. Such a separation would allow for the friendly
co-existence of theology and the sciences.

Separation wasn’t the whole story. According to Galileo, who argues that
this methodological principle had already been held by Augustine, a ma-
jor theologian of the early Church, a conflict was possible. If a scientific
insight apparently conflicting with a Scriptural passage was certain, one
would rather have to acknowledge that one’s interpretation of the text had
been wrong than conclude that Scripture itself was wrong or that conflict-
ing truths could co-exist. Thus, in some cases the interpretation of Scrip-
ture could be influenced by newly acquired scientific knowledge.” There
might be a corrective influence from science on our religious understand-
ings, limited humans as we are, but the main line — both for Galileo and for
the Royal Society — seems to have been a separation of roles and domains.

Restriction stands in contrast to expansive accounts. The Dutch phi-
losopher Spinoza considered in the chapter by Munk is, to some extent, a
representative of the expansion of science to a metaphysical and norma-
tive world-view.® If not Spinoza, certainly the materialist interpreters of
him were more expansionist. Of course, expansion may also allow for co-
existence, but then the claims of science and those of religion have to be
in accord, rather than distinct.

Natural Theology

Let us continue the trajectory exemplified by the quote from Sprat’s His-
tory of the Royal Society. It was up to the natural philosophers (‘scientist’
is a term coined in the nineteenth century) to deal with a particular aspect
of religion, namely the consideration of God’s Works, the natural world,
rather than God’s Word, revealed Scripture. Speaking of ‘two books” was
fairly widely spread; it can also be found in the Calvinist Confessio Belgica
that became one of the founding documents of the Dutch reformation.
Whereas in the Christian communities the Book of Nature supplemented
Scripture, in subsequent centuries the Book of Nature acquired priority
for some, as it was taken to deliver an objective, natural basis for theol-
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ogy. ‘Natural theology’ thus came to be understood as the development of
theological conclusions on the basis of knowledge of nature. By and large
this was about God’s work as Creator, and thereby about God’s nature.

By focussing on arguments from nature rather than from Scripture,
miracles, prophecies or experience the terms of the debate changed. As
the eighteenth-century deist and freethinker Anthony Collins said: ‘No-
body doubted the existence of the Deity until the Boyle lecturers had un-
dertaken to prove it.*°

One of the prominent aims of natural theology has been to appreciate
God’s wisdom in creation. One of its proponents was John Ray. His book
was titled The Wisdom of God Manifested in the Works of Creation, in Two
Parts, viz. The Heavenly Bodies, Elements, Meteors, Fossils, Vegetables,
Animals, (Beasts, Birds, Fishes, and Insects) more Particularly in the Body
of the Earth, its Figure, Motion, and Consistency; and in the Admirable
Structure of the Bodies of Man and other Animals; as also in their Gen-
eration, etc. With Answers to some Objections. Listing topics in the title
was a common practice. Here it gives an impression of the scope of this
book. Examples of divine wisdom are abundant throughout nature. One
example, quoted from the eleventh edition (1743, 239f):

The great Wisdom of the divine Creator appears, in that there is Plea-
sure annex’d to those Actions that are necessary for the Support and
Preservation of the Individuum, and the Continuation and Propagation
of the Species; and not only so, but Pain to the Neglect or Forbearance
of them. For the Support of the Person, it hath annex’d pleasure to eat-
ing and drinking, which else, out of Laziness or Multiplicity of Busi-
ness, a Man would be apt to neglect, or sometimes forget; indeed to be
oblig’d to chew and swallow meat daily for two Hours Space, and to
find no Relish or Pleasure in it, would be one of the most burdensom
and ungrateful Tasks of a Man’s whole life; but because this Action is
absolutely necessary, for abundant Security Nature hath inserted in us
a painful Sense of Hunger, to put us in mind of it; and to reward our
Performance hath adjoin’d pleasure to it; and as for the continuation of
Kind, I need not tell you that the Enjoyment which attend those Actions
are the highest Gratifications of Sense.

Writers such as Ray appreciated God’s wisdom in creation. Whether this
is to be seen as an argument that takes its point of departure in faith and
then sees God’s hand everywhere, or whether it has become an argument
for the existence of God, apparently without departing from any religious
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presupposition, makes quite a difference in principle. However, in prac-
tice, natural theology served both as an argument for the existence of God
(addressed at ‘outsiders’) and as an argument for appreciating nature’s
beauty and order as given by God (from the perspective of believers).
Natural theology, by associating the best available knowledge with a reli-
gious perspective, served a further role, namely to legitimise science as a
profession. If scientists (‘natural philosophers’) were reading one of God’s
Books, their work could not be inappropriate. A most useful argument,
especially when addressed at religious circles that tended to be ambivalent
about science. Thus, ‘natural theology’ used religion to support science, at
least by legitimising science as a profession.” If science was studying the
order created by God, it was a respectable profession.

The discourse of ‘design in nature’ thus served at least three roles,
namely to interpret the world from a religious perspective, to argue for
religion from a ‘neutral” perspective, and to support science.

A classic exposition of arguments from functional adaptedness is Wil-
liam Paley’s Natural Theology (1802), which was part of Darwin’s intellec-
tual background. Before presenting a wealth of information on the natural
world, Paley considers a watch. If we were to find a watch in the fields,
we would conclude that someone had designed this marvellously com-
plex and effective instrument. As organisms are endowed with even more
intricate and effective structures, such as the eye, we should conclude to
a ‘cosmic watchmaker’ By the way, this argument has been picked up by
the atheist biologist Richard Dawkins. In his book The Blind Watchmak-
er (1986), Richard Dawkins agrees that natural complexity — and hence
the appearance of design — is impressive. Dawkins claims, however, that
natural, effective complexity can be fully explained as the product of a
long, undirected evolutionary process. The ‘watchmaker’ is blind, with-
out purpose, foresight or intention. The options are presented as mutually
exclusive: either order is the product of purposeful design or of natural
selection operating on variety due to random mutations.

Back to the nineteenth century. Natural theology had been quite a
prominent part of intellectual life, combining knowledge of nature with a
religious perspective. It is precisely in this context that evolution acquires
its symbolic significance in the nineteenth century. If science offered an
evolutionary explanation, the world could still be seen as God’s creation,
but a more straightforward argument from the world to God’s existence
appeared to be lost. (Except at a higher level, as an argument for a de-
signer of the smart laws and conditions that allowed such a complex and
functionally adapted reality to arise.)
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Thus, it seemed as if one had to choose, either accept evolution and
give up on the argument from nature to a Designer (though keeping the
argument that from a religious perspective, one might see nature as the
Designer’s work) or reject evolution. In most of the heated controversies
over evolution, there is a minor logical flaw. Evolution may undermine the
argument from nature to a Designer, as there is no need for such a hypoth-
esis, but it does not thereby undermine the religious position in itself.
Losing one of the arguments for a position is not equivalent to having to
abandon the position itself. Evolution need not imply atheism. However,
some took it that with evolution the argument from nature to a designer
was gone, and thus would be the belief in the designer.

We will now turn to one incident that decades later acquired a promi-
nent role in the perception of the religious response to Darwin’s theory of
evolution.

Evolution in 1860

Archetypical of the conflicts over evolution in the nineteenth century was
the confrontation between Samuel Wilberforce, Bishop of Oxford, and
Thomas H. Huxley, a younger scientist. The confrontation took place dur-
ing one of the sessions of the annual meeting of the British Association for
the Advancement of Science, June 27 to July 4, 1860. Since its publication
at the end of 1859, Darwin’s Origin of Species had been reviewed posi-
tively, for instance by Huxley in The Times, and negatively, for instance by
Richard Owen, leading anatomist of the Natural History Department of
the British Museum and the ‘discoverer’ of the dinosaurs. In a discussion
at a meeting of the British Association on Thursday, June 28, Owen had
asserted an ‘impassable gulf’ between humans and apes. Huxley ‘denied
altogether that the difference between the brain of the gorilla and man
was so great as represented by Prof. Owen.*

Two days later, on Saturday, June 30, there was a meeting of the sec-
tion for botany and zoology. Between 400 and 700 people were present:
scientists, theologians, students, ‘and women’ The meeting was not set
up as a debate between Wilberforce and Huxley. Huxley had intended
to visit relatives that day; in his diary were the departure times for the
train. John William Draper from New York — who many years later pub-
lished an anti-Catholic History of the Conflict Between Religion and Sci-
ence — lectured for well over an hour ‘On the intellectual development
of Europe, considered with reference to the views of Mr. Darwin and
others, that the progression of organisms is determined by law” Whether
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the British Darwinians present appreciated this expansive sweep of evo-
lutionary thinking, rather than a more limited and technical argument,
may be doubted.”

During the discussion Bishop Wilberforce was called upon to give his
view. He spoke for about half an hour. Wilberforce argued that Darwin’s
theory was a hypothesis which ‘when tried by the principles of induc-
tive science, broke down’ According to some accounts, he asked Huxley a
question about his descent from the apes. This may have been related to
the discussion in the same section two days earlier.

Huxley rose to defend Darwin’s theory as the best explanation of the
facts, without asserting that all details were correct or confirmed. He
replied to Wilberforce’s rhetorical question, according to a letter two
months later, as follows:

If then, said I, the question is put to me ‘would I rather have a miserable
ape for a grandfather or a man highly endowed by nature and possessed
of great means and influence, and yet who employs those faculties and
that influence for the mere purpose of introducing ridicule into a grave
scientific discussion’ — I unhesitatingly affirm my preference for the
ape.*®

After Huxley, a few anti-Darwinians spoke, and two more supporters of
Darwin. Letters from both sides claim victory among those whom each con-
siders most competent to judge. Press reports gave mixed impressions.*®

Wilberforce’s question should be understood in the context of the play-
fulness of English debate, and of a crowded room after a fairly dull lecture.
Though this may be said to Wilberforce’s credit, questioning evolutionists
as heirs of apes, tadpoles or mushrooms had already been dealt with by
Huxley in an essay, and was perhaps not a very appropriate joke for the
occasion.

What is going on here? Andrew D. White’s History of the Warfare of
Science with Theology in Christendom of 1897 described the exchange
between Wilberforce and Huxley as a major confrontation between sci-
ence and theology. However, the exchange was not only a confrontation of
ideas; the social and professional context, and thereby the understanding
of the nature of science, is important for a proper understanding of this
exchange.

Wilberforce, vice-president of the British Association for the Advance-
ment of Science, represented the scientific establishment as much as he
represented the Church. Huxley, twenty years his junior, was a career sci-

66 PART 1 — ACADEMIC FREEDOM AND THE STUDY OF RELIGION



entist. If the opponents are seen in this way, the exchange reflects a general
change in British science. ‘During the first half of the nineteenth century
the major characteristics of British science were amateurism, aristocratic
patronage, minuscule government support, limited employment oppor-
tunities, and peripheral inclusion within the clerically dominated univer-
sities and secondary schools. Although the utility of science for industry
and agriculture received some attention, many ‘scientists considered the
moral and metaphysical imperatives of natural theology as a proper and
integral part of their vocation.”

Around the middle of the century, science developed into a profession
which sets its own terms for evaluating results and selecting prospec-
tive scientists. Rather than seeking aristocratic and clerical patronage, the
support of the public was sought by arguing for the relevance of science
for the welfare of the nation and hence for the inclusion of science in cur-
ricula. The change can be illustrated by the observation that forty-one
Anglican clergymen presided over sections of the British Association for
the Advancement of Science between 1831 and 1865, while only three held
such chairs between 1866 and 1900.%®

The shift from the natural philosopher, often gentry or clergy, to the
professional scientist led to conflicts with leaders of organized religion
who wanted to maintain their influence on educational institutions.
Furthermore, attempts at reconciling science and religion by religious-
ly-minded scientists, both clergy and lay, came under attack due to the
naturalist and critical bent of the new scientific generation. The botanist
Joseph Hooker, a friend of Thomas Huxley and Charles Darwin, wrote in
1860 that the worst ‘scientifical-geological-theologians... are like asses
between bundles of hay, distorting their consciences to meet the double
call on their public profession” It was not only the social position of
scientists that changed, but also their ideology. Whereas they had been
‘tracing the presence of the Creator in creation, the ideology of profes-
sional scientists of the second half of the century became ‘the glorifica-
tion and strengthening of the nation and its wealth; i.e. the service of the
common weal.>°

The decreasing role of clergy in science was not only sought by scien-
tists. A more marked distinction reflected developments in the churches
as well. There was an increasing emphasis on devotional and theological
issues rather than on participation in general culture. This is explicit in
revivalist movements during the nineteenth century such as the Oxford
movement, the Salvation Army, and in Catholic circles the revival in Ire-
land and in France the attention given to the miracle of Lourdes.
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Whereas various movements with a strong emphasis on personal faith
(pietism, revivals) were not too interested in science, unlike the ecclesiasti-
cal establishment, one might say that a third group in the churches warm-
ly welcomed modern science. Broadly speaking (and this is, of course,
very much indicating a few patterns, which may well be challenged with
many counter-examples), these were modernists of various stripes. To go
back to the 1860 meeting of the British Association for the Advancement
of Science: Wilberforce was not the only voice from the Anglican clergy
at the meeting. The next day, Frederick Temple, who became Archbishop
of Canterbury in 1896, delivered a sermon on ‘the present relations of sci-
ence to religion” which claimed that God’s finger was to be discerned in
the laws of nature; Temple recognized a deep identity of ‘tone, character,
and spirit’ between the Book of God and the Book of Nature, God’s words
and God’s works.”* He did not need to reject evolution to argue for God;
he spoke from a religious point of view, perceiving the world described by
the sciences as God’s creation. The list of positive responses from clergy,
theologians, and Christian leaders to Darwin’s theory can easily be ex-
tended.

Preliminary Conclusions

Was the religious response to Darwin’s ideas about evolution? Yes and no.
Yes, as for some this was a view at odds with their religious ideas. But one
may also argue that the resistance was not really about the scientific the-
ory itself. There were also conflicts about authority in science and power
over science, as well as conflicts over the social role of religion. A dimin-
ishing role of religion in society, secularization, is not just about ideas,
but also about the emergence of alternative supportive structures, which
later developed into the welfare state. Conflicts regarded also the nature
of religion itself, as personal faith in pietistic and revivalist movements, as
institutional structures in the established churches, and as spiritually and
morally inspiring examples among modernists.

Galileo in the seventeenth century and nineteenth century controversies
over evolution are two historical episodes which have been used as prime
examples for the thesis that there has been a persistent conflict between
science and religion. However, it is inadequate to treat these episodes as
exemplifying a single conflict, with clear and stable demarcation lines.

(i) Religious affinities were present in persons considered to be on op-
posite sides.
(ii) Facts were only one component of the conflicts.
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(iii) The choice of theories and the criteria to be used were a significant

part of the disputes. In the choice of theories, and of questions about
which theories were formulated, metaphysical commitments were
also involved. Owen resisted Darwin's theory on the basis of an un-
derlying ‘platonic’ assumption of species as variations on certain ideal

types.

(iv) The conflicts also dealt with the nature of religion. In the Galileo case,

v)

the discussion was whether the Bible tells us only ‘how to go to heaven’
(salvation) or whether the Bible also bears upon our view of ‘how the
heavens go’ (cosmology). And in the controversies over evolution, or-
thodox Christian Darwinians were very much preoccupied with God’s
sovereignty and all-determining, providential role. Huxley's agnosti-
cism could not allow for these beliefs, nor for his own dualism of ethi-
cal and cosmic nature. He nonetheless held on to such a dualism: ‘The
ethical progress of society depends, not on imitating the cosmic pro-
cess, still less in running away from it, but in combating it’>> Andrew
White’s definition of religion as ‘as seen in the recognition of ‘a Power
in the Universe, not ourselves, which makes for righteousness, and in
the love of God and of our neighbor) is again another view, perhaps
more akin to the evolutionary optimism of Herbert Spencer and oth-
ers and it thus results in a different agenda for dealing with scientific
insights.” And in the trial in Arkansas over the teaching of scientific
creationism, theologians could be found as witnesses on both sides.
Conflicts were also shaped by the social situation of science. Patron-
age was an important factor in the Galileo affair.>* The conflicts over
evolution took place when science was establishing itself as an inde-
pendent profession.

Academic Freedom and Intelligent Design

We now make quite a step, to the late twentieth and early twenty-first
century. ‘Intelligent Design’ (ID) has become the main anti-evolution po-
sition. There is no reference to a fairly recent creation in six days of twen-
ty-four hours, as in the preceding Young Earth Creationism, also known
as scientific creationism. Thus, Biblical references are less explicit. The
emphasis of ID is on the insufficiency of evolutionary explanations — one
of its main proponents, Michael Behe, introduced the notion ‘irreducible
complex’ for structures that could not have evolved by gradual steps. If
such evolutionary inexplicable structures would be discovered, one would
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have to introduce a designer or Designer, according to the ID-advocates.
We'll consider how academic freedom and religious convictions come
into play in controversies over ID.

Academic freedom requires us to assume that all ideas merit equal con-
sideration. Criticism of dominant theories should be unhampered by
considerations of authority or seniority. The competition of ideas drives
scientific progress. The openness of science for criticism serves also as
an example of sound conduct. Political and academic freedom strengthen
each other.

However, the Flat Earth is gone forever, and so are phlogiston and sta-
ble continents. Science is selective. Of the many theories floated, only a
few have survived criticism so far. ‘Standing on the shoulders of giants) as
Isaac Newton is supposed to have said, allows us to see farther than our
predecessors, not because we are smarter but because we have come to
accept their insights. Science is a cumulative enterprise, resulting in prog-
ress because of all the mistakes that have been weeded out. Not all ideas
have equal standing.

Advocates of allowing Intelligent Design a place in the science curricu-
lum argue that this is an issue of fairness and open-mindedness, and thus
of academic freedom. They suggest that the case for ID might be similar
to examples of scientific proposals that were dismissed or marginal at first
but became successful in the end. Evolutionists are criticized as falling
short of the scientific ideal of open, critical discussion. Thus, advocates
of ID now have websites such as www.standupforscience.com and www.
teachdarwinhonestly.com; they portray themselves as the true advocates
of the scientific attitude of open, critical discussion.

The controversy over ID is not just about science. It is also about room
for religious beliefs in relation to the practice and teaching of science.
Some advocates of ID claim that their scientific work does not get a fair
hearing because of their religious beliefs — and thus, that the issue is also
a matter of religious freedom. That their religious convictions play a role
in the reception of their ideas should not have surprised them, as the con-
nection with a particular religious agenda has been made by some of their
major advocates; the argument against neo-Darwinism has been present-
ed in 1999 in an internal strategic document of the Discovery Institute as
‘the thin edge of a wedge’ to change materialist science and materialist
culture at large.

In the later part of this section we will return to some of the general is-
sues. How about openness as an attitude which allows religiously-inspired
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approaches a place at the table and the acceptance of selective pressures
resulting in the abandonment of some approaches? However, we’ll begin
with a closer look at controversies over ID, especially in relation to pleas
for ‘balanced treatment; ‘teaching the controversy, and ‘encouraging criti-
cal analysis’

‘Teach the Controversy’

In the Fall of 2004, a school board in Dover, Pennsylvania, adopted a
statement to be read to children in secondary school at the beginning of
biology courses on evolution:*

The Pennsylvania Academic Standards require students to learn about
Darwin’s Theory of Evolution and eventually to take a standardized test
of which evolution is a part.

Because Darwin’s Theory is a theory, it continues to be tested as new
evidence is discovered. The Theory is not a fact. Gaps in the Theory ex-
ist for which there is no evidence. A theory is defined as a well-tested
explanation that unifies a broad range of observations.

Intelligent Design is an explanation of the origin of life that differs from
Darwin’s view. The reference book, Of Pandas and People, is available
for students who might be interested in gaining an understanding of
what Intelligent Design actually involves.

With respect to any theory, students are encouraged to keep an open
mind. The school leaves discussion of the Origins of Life to individual
students and their families. As a Standards-driven district, class in-
struction focuses upon preparing students to achieve proficiency on
Standards-based assessments.

This statement seems fairly innocent. There is an occasional unhappy
formulation (‘Gaps... for which there is no evidence’), but what could be
against continuous testing of theories, considering an alternative point of
view, and keeping an open mind? The American president George W. Bush
too has taken the position that ‘both sides ought to be properly taught (...)
so people can understand what the debate is about/*

‘Teach the Controversy’ is a phrase used in the USA in arguing for the
inclusion of Intelligent Design in the biology curriculum. It is an expres-

ACADEMIC FREEDOM AND THE SYMBOLIC SIGNIFICANCE OF EVOLUTION 71



sion that may confuse liberals who have no sympathy for the anti-evolution
movement but who do believe strongly in freedom of expression and re-
lated rights. Is academic freedom as currently practiced genuine freedom
if the dominant understanding of such freedom excludes some religious
people? It is my hypothesis that this ambivalence of liberal minded per-
sons, who accept science but also value freedom of expression, might ex-
plain the gap that shows up in European surveys between the (low) number
of those who don’t accept evolution and the (significantly higher) number
of those who hold that alternative points of view ought to be taught.>*

Advocates of ID don’t plead for openness for its own sake, but they
call for openness in the expectation that a particular result would follow.
If only the dogmatism of the evolutionists could be replaced by genuine
openness, the truth (as the faithful see it) would come out victoriously. As
a leader of the ID-movement, Philip Johnson, writes: ‘If we get an unbi-
ased scientific process started, we can have confidence that it will bring
us closer to the truth! Evolutionary naturalism is like a great battleship,
‘armored with philosophical and legal barriers to criticism, and its decks
are stacked with 16-inch rhetorical guns to intimidate would-be attack-
ers’” The evolutionists, so the criticism, resort to legal defences rather
than exhibit genuine openness.

A Brief Legal History

The vocabulary of fairness, occasionally treated quantitatively in terms of
equal time in curricula, has been stimulated by the legal history of Ameri-
can controversies over evolution. Let us briefly trace the trajectory from
the prohibition of evolution in the early twentieth century to the most
recent incarnation, the plea for ‘critical analysis of evolution’

In 1925 the state of Tennessee legislated that it would be unlawful for
state-supported schools ‘to teach any theory that denies the story of Di-
vine Creation of man as taught in the Bible, and to teach instead that man
has descended from a lower order of animals’*® At the initiative of the
American Civil Liberties Union the law was tested by having a teacher,
Scopes, transgress the law. He was convicted to a fine. The appeal court
kept up the conviction (and the validity of the law), but revoked the fine
on the basis of a technical error. This law and similar ones in some other
states led to avoidance of ‘evolution’ in textbooks. Of interest for us may
be the observation that in the Scopes Trial the argument that both views
ought to be taught came from an attorney defending the right to teach
evolution.® It was not until 1968 that the Supreme Court struck down
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Arkansas’s law prohibiting the teaching of evolution, and the era of anti-
evolution laws came to an end.

By the 1960s the situation had changed considerably. Whereas the anti-
evolution laws of the early twentieth century might be understood in the
context of arguments from design, that is, arguments for understanding
the world from the faith-perspective that it was designed; in the 1960s,
with the emergence of ‘scientific creationism’ that presents itself as a sci-
entifically adequate understanding of nature, including fossils and other
data, the anti-evolution sentiment starts to take the form of argument
from observation to design, that is, an argument from nature to the exis-
tence of God. In the context of the Cold War, the Russian entry into space
travel (Sputnik, 1957) triggered in the USA a drastic renewal of the sci-
ence curriculum in schools. The new biology curriculum gave evolution a
prominent place. Concerned parents found refuge in scientific creation-
ism or creation-science — a version of creationism that presented itself
as being based on scientific, empirical arguments. This change of label
suited the legal situation as this allowed more easily for the creationist
view to be presented as an alternative scientific theory rather than as a
religious point of view.

In 1981 Arkansas passed a law that self-described its purpose as: ‘An
act to require balanced treatment of creation-science and evolution-sci-
ence in public schools; to protect academic freedom by providing student
choice; (...) to bar discrimination on the basis of creationist or evolutionist
belief’** This law was challenged in court by parents and teachers, as well
as by bishops of the United Methodist, Episcopal, Roman Catholic and
African Methodist Episcopal Churches, the principal representative of the
Presbyterian Churches in America, United Methodist, Southern Baptist
and Presbyterian clergy, three types of Jewish organizations, and various
mainstream religious organizations. The judge, William R. Overton, de-
clared the law unconstitutional. ‘Creation-science’ was deemed a religious
rather than a scientific position. Thus, the law favoured a particular reli-
gious position, which was against the separation of Church and State.?

The main new shift between this failed Arkansas law of 1981 and the
2004 decision of the School Board in Dover on the disclaimer for the biol-
ogy lessons is in the formulation of the alternative for evolution. ‘Creation
science’ has been replaced by ‘Intelligent Design’ In the ruling on ‘Dover,
Judge Jones at length argued that this would not do, as a well-informed
observer would recognize that the presentation of Intelligent Design as an
alternative and the reference to gaps in evolutionary theory are particular
creationist strategies.*
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The phrase ‘teach the controversy’ may already be beyond its high
point, as the Dover ruling described ‘teach the controversy’ as part of
the same religious tactics. Thus, a more indirect strategy now seems to
be rising, namely ‘critical analysis of evolution’, advocating that argu-
ments against evolutionary explanations are taught (without invoking
‘intelligent design’ as an alternative view). The Discovery Institute has
a one-page document on its website, titled ‘Is Critical Analysis of Evo-
lution the Same as Teaching Intelligent Design) a rhetorical question
they answer negatively. The educational approach is logically distinct,
school districts and states that sanctioned ‘critical analysis of evolution’
have explicit disclaimers that this policy does not call for teaching ID,
scientific critique is legally distinct from teaching alternative theories,
and some critics of Darwinism don’t support ID. Last but not least, the
Darwinists so far have not filed a lawsuit, which they would have done
if they had believed ‘critical analysis of evolution’ would have been the
same as teaching ID.

Not all its advocates, however, keep ‘critical analysis’ and ID fully apart.
Joel Borofsky, who served as assistant of William Dembski, a major author
in the Intelligent Design movement, responded to a disappointed Kansas
citizen who took it that ‘critical analysis’ had nothing to do with ID: ‘It is
really ID in disguise! And Karen Floyd, in South Carolina the Republican
candidate for the position of State Superintendent for Education, con-
nected Intelligent Design and critical analysis of evolution as well, and
reached even further back, to Young Earth Creationism: ‘Students are
smart, she said, and they connect the dots: Some will wonder: ‘How many
dinosaurs boarded Noah’s Ark?”s

Marginal Science That Became Successful?

In the context of the argument from academic freedom, the question has
arisen whether ID should be compared to other theories that at one point
were marginal? This would not suffice in a plea for inclusion of ID in the
curriculum at the level of secondary schools, as there was no reason to
teach Wegener’s drifting continents before a modified form of this idea
was accepted by the scientific community. But if we concentrate for the
time being on the scientific standing of ID and pleas for more opportuni-
ties in the scientific sphere, the analogy between ID and scientific ideas
that once were marginal might help. To evaluate the analogy of ID with
theories once marginal, Matthew J. Brauer, Barbara Forrest and Steven G.
Gey have taken a look at some controversies.
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They consider as a scientific theory ‘endosymbiosis; the idea advocated
first by Lynn Margulis that mitochondria and some other organelles in
eukaryotic cells have not evolved within the cell, but rather go back to in-
dependent cells that have been incorporated into the eukaryotic cell. This
theory does not fit the model of shifting frequencies in the gene pool. The
idea was rejected for many years. ‘However, initial scepticism was over-
come by several strongly suggestive observations. ... In the light of such
evidence, all of her former critics have been won over. Her hypothesis was
not a vague statement of the inadequacy of current evolutionary science
to explain certain patterns (though this would in some sense have been
true). Rather, it was a robust statement, entailing a definite outcome, that
could be and was tested s

The idea that AIDS is caused by a virus, HIV, has also been controver-
sial. However, this debate had a quite different development. Peter Dues-
berg published in 1987 a paper stating that HIV was a benign ‘passenger
virus’! At that point this was still an option, as not much was known on
AIDS yet. However, soon thereafter the majority of the scientific commu-
nity found that the evidence for a causal link between HIV and AIDS had
become convincing. ‘By 1988, the controversy had escaped the bound-
aries of the scientific community, and Duesberg was using the popular
press to attack his research colleagues as part of the “AIDS establishment”
Duesberg and others who challenged the understanding of HIV were not
successful among their scientific colleagues, but had a substantial public
podium. “Duesberg’s HIV scepticism has not been a significant scientific
controversy’, and his ideas ‘are clearly not significant enough to be part of
a biology course’?

The authors compare the impact of these two controversies to the impact
of the ID literature. Research on citations shows remarkable differences:
Margulis’s work was referred to quite often, also before it was accepted;
Duesberg’s far less. Behe’s work on apparently irreducible structures was
referred to even less than Duesberg’s. Besides, Behe is cited mainly ‘in the
context of the philosophical and cultural controversy?® Searching for ma-
jor ID-specific terms such as ‘irreducible complexity’ unearthed only a few
publications. These differences in the reception by the scientific community
do not show that the ID-position is wrong. What it does indicate, however,
is that there is no genuine scientific controversy over ID, but rather a cul-
tural and political one. The non-scientific nature of the controversy under-
mines significantly the legal demand for attention in science curricula.

Rather than aligning themselves with Duesberg (though there are some
direct links) pleas for ‘teaching the controversy’ have included references
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to global warming, stem cell research and cloning.* However, controver-
sies over cloning and stem cell research are of a moral rather than a sci-
entific nature. ‘Global warming’ seems closer to the mark, but there too
dissident views over global warming are largely motivated by dissident
policy views. There is less a scientific controversy than a debate about the
relative role of uncertainties in modelling and measuring changes, which
alas allows policy makers to play down the message.*

“Teach the controversy in science class, is the demand, but what if the
controversy is not a scientific one but rather a cultural, political or reli-
gious one? And if one wants to be generous and considers ID immature
science, why then give it already a podium in the secondary schools? Aca-
demic freedom, freedom of speech and freedom of religion are important,
but they do not require that a podium of this kind is provided.

Why Evolution? The Hermeneutics of Intent

If the dominance of a particular theory were the point, not only the theory
of evolution would deserve to be challenged, but so too would the Peri-
odic Table of Elements in chemistry and Maxwell’s electromagnetism in
physics. There are alternative points of view on such issues as well, e.g.
homeopathy rather than regular chemistry and Goethe’s ideas on colours
rather than the understanding light in terms of the electromagnetic spec-
trum. Though these approaches have a place in some schools, inspired
by Rudolf Steiner, almost all pleas for balanced treatment, teaching the
controversy, and critical analysis again and again single out evolution.
This continuous focus on biology is intelligible in light of the symbolic
significance evolutionary theory and the design argument have acquired
in the course of the last few centuries. Evolution has become a symbol
that stands not just for a particular scientific theory, but for modernity in
general, including historical approaches to religious scriptures and liberal
family values. It seems that this continuous focus on biology has brought
Judge Jones to the conclusion that a reasonably informed observer would
recognize behind the wording of the Dover disclaimer a long standing
religious argument.*

The argument about the Dover disclaimer is hermeneutical in kind.
The conclusion does not show up by looking into a dictionary what the
words used mean, but requires consideration of the meanings of these
phrases when used in this particular context of teachers, parents and stu-
dents. When the opening sentence of the Dover disclaimer tells students
that we have to teach evolution because the state’s academic standards
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require it, this is taken to signal that evolution is not taught because it is
taken to be the most adequate theory. Such a hermeneutical reading of
the interaction is, of course, context dependent. Thus, if the issue arose
whether to teach ID in an atmosphere where evolution had not been sin-
gled out as central to a religious argument, the judicial argument based on
legislative intent would not have held. That is why more secular liberals
in a European context may miss why this disclaimer is so controversial.
In this perspective, it is strangely odd that Steve Fuller — a philosopher of
science who places great emphasis on social conditions — denied in his
testimony in favour of the Dover disclaimer that the religious motiva-
tions surrounding ID are of any significance. He did so by distinguishing
between the context of discovery and the context of justification, where
biographical considerations are irrelevant. That may be adequate when
assessing the truth or plausibility of the theory, but in an educational set-
ting the meanings that particular educational choices regarding priorities
in the curriculum have for the various persons involved are relevant.

Creationism and Islam: The Atlas of Creation

The Dover case, and even broader, the presentation of anti-evolution po-
sitions, is clearly shaped by the particularities of American legal history.
But the controversy over evolution is not exclusively American. This is
extensively documented by Ronald L. Numbers in the expanded edition of
The Creationists: From Scientific Creationism to Intelligent Design, where
he documents how in the last decade or so the issue has become more
global. This may be understood as export of American forms of evangeli-
calism, but the particular issues and forms seem to be influenced by other
factors as well.

I limit myself here to a few remarks on Islam, and more in particular on
the Atlas of Creation (Volume 1) that was distributed in Western Europe
in late 2006 and early 2007. Copies of the glossy, full colour book of 5.7
kilograms were received by schools, by academic leaders such as the rec-
tor of Leiden University, and even by a marginal scholar on ‘religion and
science’ such as me. There was no personal information regarding which
motives the sender had in giving me the honour to receive such a book.

The author is listed as Harun Yahya, a pen name that refers to the two
prophets Adron (brother of Moses) and John (the Baptist). Behind this
pen name is a well-known creationist from Turkey, Adnan Oktar. He has
published over 200 different books, which have been translated in vari-
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ous languages. The Atlas is mostly about fossils, displaying for over five-
hundred pages (pp. 44-577) fossils that seem identical in appearance to
currently living species, hammering in again and again that this would
refute evolution given the stability of species (a logical mistake) and the
absence of transitional forms. ‘Evolutionists have no scientific answer to
this’ (p. 414), ‘This lack of any difference is important evidence that evolu-
tion never happened’ (p. 412), ‘evidence that evolution never took place;
and so on.

Added as an appendix is a multiple chapter Appendix ‘The Collapse of
the Theory of Evolution’ (pp. 583-768). This book-length Appendix has
a preface titled ‘The Real Ideological Root of Terrorism: Darwinism and
Materialism’ (pp. 584-593). The main message seems to be that Darwin-
ism implies a morality determined by the struggle for life, the survival of
the fittest, whereas Islam is a religion of peace. Thus, fascism and com-
munism are presented as results of Darwinism. Underneath a picture
of the burning World Trade Center in New York, ‘9/11’ is blamed on the
Darwinists: ‘No matter what ideology they may espouse, those who per-
petrate terror all over the world are, in reality, Darwinists. Darwinism is
the only philosophy that places a value on — and thus encourages conflict’
(p. 589).

A commentary in between: this is a most interesting move to make, for
then the religious beliefs the hijackers espoused were not directly linked
to their actions. But once beliefs and actions are disconnected in this way,
why would belief in Darwinism be the root of wrong actions?

The positive message of the Appendix is about the Quran and Islam as
the solution, as we would acquire peace when we were to enter into Islam
(etymologically the Arab word is related to words for peace, as the Arabic
‘salam’ and the Hebrew ‘sjaloon?’).

Among the sources for the subsequent argument against evolution, are
ID-proponents Michael Behe (photo, p. 599) and Jonathan Wells (p. 601).
Towards the end of the book, there are brief reports on conferences or-
ganized by the Science Research Foundation, which seeks to inform the
Turkish public about the truth of the matter. Their first conference, ‘The
Collapse of the Theory of Evolution: The Fact of Creation’ took place in
1998. Among the speakers were ‘Dr Duane Gish and Dr Kenneth Cum-
ming, two world-renowned scientists from the Institute for Creation
Research in the USA’ (p. 720). A second conference was held just three
months later, with various American speakers including, again, Duane
Gish and also the president of the ICR, John Morris. ‘Having listened to all
these speeches, the audience witnessed that evolution is a dogmatic belief
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that is invalidated by science in all aspects’ (p. 721). ‘Between August 1998
and end 2005 alone, 2,800 conferences were held in Turkey’s 72 cities and
150 districts’(p. 721). ‘SRF has also held conferences in England, Holland,
Brunei, Malaysia, Indonesia, Singapore, Azerbaijan, Australia, the United
States and Canada’ (p. 721).

Though this seems modelled on scientific conferences, the standing of
creationists such as Gish and Morris is one indication that the scientific
adequacy of the conferences is fairly limited; that the audience ‘witnessed’
that a particular position was right, and the number of 2,800 conferences
(about a single conference per day), does not suggest that these were con-
ferences where original research papers were discussed, preferably pub-
lished and thus opened to further discussion.

What is the background of this anti-evolution movement? I have not
been able to learn about the financial background — as the printing and
distribution of the Atlas must have been quite expensive, not to speak of
the development of many other initiatives such as lectures, books, CDs
and DVDs, websites, and so on.

Though there are links with the American discussion, Harun Yahya’s
work should also be understood in the Turkish context and, more gener-
ally, in relation to the appreciation of science (perceived as a product of
the West, and thus associated with colonialism, imperialism, and secular-
ism) in Islamic countries.** Turkey, as a state formed after the collapse
of the Ottoman Empire in the early twentieth century, was defined by
Kemal Atatiirk as a secular state. ‘Creationist’ voices were present in some
Islamic movements, but remained marginal until the 1980s. The military
dictatorship of 1980-1983 promoted a Turkish-Islamic synthesis, in which
pseudo-historical claims about pre-Islamic culture of the Turkish peoples
and anti-evolution elements played a role. The conservative party that
won the subsequent election included religious conservatives, who be-
came responsible for the Ministry for Education. They looked for expert
advice to develop their anti-evolution curriculum, and found it among
American creationists. As Taner Edis writes in An lllusion of Harmony:
Science and Religion in Islam (2007, p. 125):

Turkey is perhaps the Muslim country in which Darwinian ideas pen-
etrated the most, accompanying the radical secularism of the early Turk-
ish Republic. In Turkey, there was at least enough evolution to bother the
religious conservatives. In the 1980s, a creationist pseudoscience began in
Turkey that went beyond simple religiously based rejection of evolution.
The Nur movement was instrumental in this transformation, connecting
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anti-evolutionary views with the same habits of thought that found sci-
ence all over the Quran. In the 1990s, Turkey would take the next step,
becoming the center for an aggressive Islamic creationism that enjoyed
influence throughout the Muslim world.*

Harun Yahya’s media-savvy creationism took shape in the 1990s. Oktar
had been in tension with the Turkish government; Numbers documents
two instances of imprisonment, in 1986 and in 1999. Thus, though here is a
general climate that allows for creationism (as anti-evolutionism), there is
on the side of the authorities also concern about sectarian developments.

Let me add a brief word about Harun Yaha and Intelligent Design, just
to complicate matters further. In his acceptance of a long geological his-
tory and of the Big Bang theory, Yahya is closer to ID than to the American
Young Earth Creationists he sided with, as these were Biblical literalists
emphasizing a young earth, creation in six literal days, and a world wide
flood that resulted in the fossils. However, when a former ally, Mutafar
Akyol, testified in Kansas in favour of ID, Yahya heavily objected. A Mus-
lim should not limit himself to vague pronouncements about design and a
designer, but rather say ‘Allah created’ ID has become ‘another of Satan’s
snares’** Though in some ways aligning with conservative causes, Harun
Yahya and his followers present themselves as modern in their use of tech-
nology and their self-presentation (e.g. clothing), and their advocacy of
Turkish nationalism.

In the context of this paper, the main point I want to make clear is
that these discussions are significantly shaped by their context. Islamic
creationism copies from the American literature, but is to be understood
as an issue in the context of tensions and alliances within the complex of
secular and various religious approaches in Turkey. Not dealt with here,
but the reception of such Islamic creationist literature among Muslims in
Europe is again more than export; there the controversy becomes part of
a struggle for identity and recognition in a country where Muslims are a
minority. Understanding such developments would be a substantial re-
search project. In the remainder of this paper I will address some of the
more general issues of academic and religious freedom.

Freedoms, the Nature of Science, and the Natures of Religion

Freedom is sometimes understood in anarchistic terms. In relation to sci-
entific methodology, the book title by Paul Feyerabend, Against Method
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(1978) is a reminder that even within the philosophy of science this may
be an issue. Though the anarchistic voice has its merits in reminding us
of the creative nature of scientific research, the strengths of Feyerabend’s
analysis can be abused to downplay another dimension of the natural sci-
ences, the selective nature, distinguishing success and failures. Selection
costs money for equipment, but collectively we consider this worth the
resources. It is a contingent fact about our world that the natural scienc-
es have become an enormously successful cumulative enterprise, where
successors stand on the shoulders of predecessors. There are some re-
constructions of past ideas, but in the last few centuries successful new
theories have included the successes of earlier theories e.g., Einstein’s
general relativity explains whatever was explained by Newtonian gravity,
and something extra, and quantum physics comes down to classical phys-
ics at the scales where this had shown its successes. Changes in underly-
ing theory and its implied or suggested ontology have been accompanied
by continuity. A researcher may well seek to present a new idea or theory
that challenges well-established successful theories, but the burden of
proof is the more significant the more the idea is unable to accommodate
earlier successes.

This brings me from the anarchistic kind of freedom to the under-
standing as freedom as freedom from the scientific establishment, and
from there to freedom to advocate ideas preferred for religious reasons.
Of course, in the political sense, this falls within the domain of freedom.
However, that a proposal deviates from the scientific establishment is in
itself not a credit for a theory. The challenge should be to convince the
colleagues of the scientific merits of the new conceptions. This has hap-
pened, with continental drift and endosymbiosis, to refer to some of the
examples considered above.

The main point of academic freedom is, I would say, freedom from re-
ligious, political and commercial interference. Or, formulated positively,
freedom for self-governance by a community of scholars dedicated to the
primacy of epistemic values in research, rather than content-driven val-
ues in favour of a particular desirable outcome. In that sense, the scientific
establishment is indeed to be challenged again and again but on the basis
of a commitment to epistemic values, and not on the basis of a religious
agenda, moral values, political references, or a particular social pressure.

If one seeks to defend academic freedom with regard to science/schol-
arship, it will not do to use the label ‘science’ too broadly. One needs
to consider the nature of science and the value of value-neutrality, more
extensively: the epistemic value of neutrality with respect to religious,
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political, social and moral values. Via this epistemic value of value-neu-
trality, science can have its value for society.

This academic freedom has a price: self-restraint, e.g. restraint with
respect to ultimate issues and values. Not restraint as citizens or even as
citizens with an academic profession, but against abusing the authority
and positively awareness of the underdetermination of metaphysical is-
sues by scientific knowledge.

Religious Freedom

Regulations regarding freedom can be abused when all kinds of partisan
preferences are labelled ‘religion, and then are supposed to be entitled
to particular legal or fiscal rights. In the Netherlands there has been a
controversy over a sex shop that presented itself as a temple. Such legal
and fiscal rights come with restraints. If factual claims are part of the
religious package, these are challengeable. Moral consequences are open
to public debate. The main freedom relative to the sciences, however, is
the freedom with respect to ultimate issues and value issues — not as total
freedom, but as freedom due to the underdetermination of metaphysi-
cal and moral views by the best available knowledge. And, as a different
type of freedom, religious freedom has a social dimension as the freedom
to form self-governing communities and to express particular identities
in practices (e.g. Sabbath, Sunday, regular prayer times) and appearance
(dress, etc.).

The Neutrality of the State

Could the state and the scientific curriculum be neutral with respect to
religious positions? This idea seems fine, but governments take positions
in many different ways, by the way they arrange health care, education,
environmental and safety regulations, to mention just a few areas. And
positions considered religiously relevant by their adherents are all over
the map. Thus, all encompassing neutrality is impossible. Think of reli-
gious groups that reject vaccines and blood transfusions or that preach
and practice pacifism, polygamy, a flat Earth, self-mutilation, the possi-
bility of flying without mechanical assistance, circumcision of young girls
and boys, slavery, violence against blacks and Jews, or a theocratic gov-
ernment. Actions of the government may well violate the sensibilities of
adherents of some such groups. The government cannot be neutral in
relation to all such views, but neither is there a good reason why it ought

82 PART 1 — ACADEMIC FREEDOM AND THE STUDY OF RELIGION



to be neutral. The government may impose a general law on all citizens,
such as rules against racial violence, polygamy or female circumcision.
The government may also seek to convince people of a certain behav-
ioural change, e.g. by encouraging the use of vaccines.

If general neutrality is impossible and undesirable given certain wide-
ly-shared moral sensibilities, the issue becomes more limited. Basically
it seems that the line to be followed is that public policies should not
be aimed at giving benefits to a particular religious group or at creating
unreasonable disadvantages for another group. However, this too can be
overdone as any reasonable course of action does have differential ef-
fects. It nonetheless is relevant to note that allowing ID a place in the
curriculum would favour a particular form of monotheism over other
beliefs.*

In the context of controversies over the teaching of evolution, parents
may argue that the evolutionary ideas that children learn at school do in-
terfere with the message these parents want to give at home. However, the
solution to introduce the religious views of those parents opens a Pando-
ra’s Box of all that would have to be added in order to satisfy all personal
beliefs of the parents. The trick, which science has learned since the early
period, is to aspire to a particular type of neutrality, one which opts out of
debates on morals and metaphysics, at least, for science teachers in their
professional role though not necessarily as citizens. Of course, to be com-
pletely at ease with this line, believers would be best advised to take the
complementary approach, and opt out of statements that purport to be
in the realm of science. From the variety of religious organizations repre-
sented among the plaintiffs in the Arkansas trial, it may be clear that many
mainstream religious leaders and organizations have found ways to do so
while remaining, at least to their own satisfaction, faithful to the tradition
of their choice. In that sense, the controversy over ID and evolution is a
major controversy within the religious communities.

Concluding Remarks

The dilemma regarding freedom and selectivity is a genuine one in sci-
ence policy, in that there is a matter of judgement rather than rules where
innovative prospects outweigh the risks of less tested approaches. As dis-
cussed above, the investment of resources in science is not a matter of
equal treatment, but of judgement regarding the merits and prospects for
various theories.
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The plea for academic freedom to argue for the inclusion of Intelligent
Design, in various strategies (demands for balanced treatment, for teach-
ing the controversy, or for critical analysis of evolution), is not serious.
If ID is treated as alternative science in its infancy, there is no particular
reason to give it much room in the curriculum in schools. However, as is
clear when one pays attention to the meanings attached to the opposition
to evolution, the controversy is a cultural and political one. Most impor-
tantly, it is an intra-religious controversy as to the nature of religious be-
lief relative to scientific claims.
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