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Abstract
This paper considers whether John McDowell's cognitivist account of affectively
toned ethical experience can be extended to the case of theistic experience. It makes
particular use of McDowell's claim that there is no simple correlation between
value-free qualities in the world and kinds of value experience. The paper draws on
the work of William Alston and John Henry Newman, and argues that at various
points, McDowell's work can help to strengthen their defence of the epistemic
signi�cance of religious experience.

1 Introduction
[1] In recentdiscussion inethics, anumberofwritershave sought to combine

`cognitivism' (the idea that values are genuinely `in the world') and a recognition
of the affectively toned character of much ethical experience. In this paper, I wish
to consider whether John McDowell's formulation of this view may be fruitfully
generalised to the case of religious experience. In this way, I shall sketch a case for
the idea that certain religiously signi�cant valuesmay be discerned in our affective
experience and not otherwise. This question is of some interest because so much
religious experience is, evidently, shot through with affective concerns. If there
is a non-projective way of treating the affective dimension of religious experience,
that would be of some importance therefore for an understanding of the character
of such experience in general.

[2] I shall begin by setting outMcDowell's proposal, before considering how
his approach may complement that of two writers who are explicitly concerned
with affectively toned religious experience, namely, William Alston and John
Henry Newman. I shall then outline some objections to McDowell, derived from
Simon Blackburn, and consider their force for an account of religious experience
informed by the work of McDowell, Newman and Alston.

2 McDowell's proposal
[3] In his paper `Non-Cognitivism and Rule-Following', John McDowell

notes one kind of argument for non-cognitivism in ethics, one which postulates
a parallel between our experience of values and of colours.1 On this view, just as
we can explain our colour experience by reference to qualities in the world which
are themselves colourless (the `primary qualities' of things), so we can explain

1. JohnMcDowell, `Non-Cognitivism andRule-Following', in StevenHoltzman andChristo-
pher Leich (eds), Wittgenstein: to Follow a Rule (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1981), pp.
141�62.

c© April 9, 2004, Ars Disputandi. If you would like to cite this article, please do so as follows:
Mark Wynn, `McDowell, Value Recognition, and Affectively Toned Theistic Experience,' Ars Disputandi [http://www.
ArsDisputandi.org] 4 (2004), paragraph number.



Mark Wynn: McDowell, Value Recognition, and Affectively Toned Theistic Experience

our value experience by reference to qualities in the world which are themselves
value-free. The conclusion to draw, so the argument goes, is that values, like
colours, are not part of the fabric of the world; instead, they re�ect not so much
the character of the world as the character of themind, and its way of representing
to itself the nature of the world.

[4] McDowell opposes this line of argument by challenging the distinction
it seeks to draw between the element of value experience that can be attributed
to a set of value-free qualities that are in the world, and the element that re�ects
the human subject's contribution, its glossing of the world in the light of its needs
and concerns. Perhaps it is possible to draw some such distinction in relation to
colour experience, as when we suppose that light of a certain wavelength (where
wavelength is understood in quantitative, colour-independent terms) gives rise
to a certain kind of colour experience (seeing red, say). But, McDowell suggests,
there should be no expectation that we can match up in the same sort of way
value-neutral qualities in the world and various kinds of value experience. And
in that case, this particular argument for non-cognitivism about values will fail,
since the argument depends upon the idea that because some such pairing off is
possible, we can trace our value experience to qualities in the world which are
value-neutral.2

[5] McDowell does not present any simple knock-down argument for the
claim that we cannot match up value-free qualities in the world and kinds of
value experience in the way required by this sort of argument for non-cognitivism.
Instead he argues as follows:

Consider, for instance, a speci�c conception of some moral virtue: the con-

ception current in some reasonably cohesive moral community. If the disen-

tangling manoeuvre is always possible [i.e., in my terms, disentangling the

contributionmade to value experience by some value-free quality in the world

and the contributionmade by themind], that implies that the extension of the

associated term, as it would be used by someone who belonged to the com-

munity, could be mastered independently of the special concerns which, in

the community, would show themselves in admiration or emulation of actions

seen as falling under the concept. That is: one could know which actions the

term would be applied to, so that one would be able to predict applications

and withholdings of it in new cases � not merely without sharing the commu-

nity's admiration (there need be no dif�culty about that), but without even

embarking on an attempt tomake sense of their admiration. That would be an

attempt to comprehend their special perspective; whereas, according to the

position I am considering, the genuine feature to which the term is applied

should be graspable without bene�t of understanding the special perspective,

since sensitivity to it is singled out as an independent ingredient in a purported

2. In fact, elsewhere McDowell has challenged the idea that this explaining away strategy
works even for colours: see `Values and Secondary Qualities', reproduced in J. Rachels (ed.),
Ethical Theory (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), pp. 228�44, especially pp. 237�8.
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explanation of why occupants of the perspective see things as they do. But is

it at all plausible that this singling out can always be brought off?3

[6] Here McDowell is suggesting, I think, that the burden of proof in this debate
rests on those who subscribe to the possibility of the `disentangling manoeuvre'.
For if such disentangling were possible, then we would be able to grasp the exten-
sion of value terms independently of any appreciation of the very `concerns' which
give rise to the use of those terms, and why think that is at all likely? The thesis of
the paper is then that arguments for non-cognitivism which depend on appeal to
the disentangling manoeuvre fail to assume the requisite burden of proof.

[7] An example of a quality which may �t McDowell's proposal is that of
being funny or amusing. This quality seems to differ from qualities such as being
in motion or being hot in so far as it cannot be speci�ed independently of human
reactions.4 Moreover, it also seems to differ from colour properties, such as the
property of being red, even if we suppose that such properties cannot be speci�ed
independently of human subjective experience. For we do not have a ready way
of grouping all the things that are funny independently of their tendency to evoke
such a response, whereas we do have a ready way of grouping all the things that
appear red independently of their tendency to evoke this response (by reference
to the fact that these things re�ect light of a certain wavelength). So to put the
matter in McDowell's terms, whereas the term `red' has an extension which can
be picked out in colour-neutral terms, the extension of the term `funny' cannot be
speci�ed without reference to our responses of being amused.

[8] These remarks are enough, I hope, to indicate in summary form the
nature of McDowell's proposal, and to provide some sense of why he thinks it
worthy of belief: on this view, values should not be seen as the result of themind's
glossing of qualities which are themselves value-free; instead, we should suppose
that at least some values are genuinely `in theworld', and can be recognised byway
of affectively toned evaluative experience. This proposal calls for further defence
and clari�cation, and I shall return to various objections toMcDowell's account in
the �nal section of the paper, but �rst I want to consider how that account might
be extended to the case of religiously informed value experience. For this purpose
I shall consider in turn the work of William Alston and John Henry Newman.

[9] Both these authors (and especiallyNewman) acknowledge the affectively
toned character of much religious experience, and this suggests an initial point of
connection withMcDowell's account of value experience. For althoughMcDowell
does not say much explicitly on the point, it is clear that he is thinking of value
experience in affectively laden terms. Hence he canwrite of the possibility that `we
can learn to see the world in terms of some speci�c set of evaluative classi�cations,
aesthetic or moral, only because our affective and attitudinative propensities are

3. McDowell, `Non-Cognitivism and Rule-Following', p. 144.
4. Compare DavidWiggins' discussion of `the funny' in `A Sensible Subjectivism' in Stephen

Darwall, Allan Gibbard, and Peter Railton (eds),Moral Discourse and Practice. Some Philosoph-
ical Approaches (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997), p. 232. See also Simon Blackburn on
the range of things which we �nd comic, in his response toMcDowell: `Reply: Rule-Following and
Moral Realism', in Holtzman and Leich (eds), p. 167.
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such that we can be brought to care in appropriate ways about the things we learn
to see as collected together by the classi�cations'.5 So here is an initial connection
between McDowell's account and those of Newman and Alston. Next I want to
considermore closely the possibility that these various approaches can be brought
into fruitful relationship.

3 Religious experience: William Alston's account
[10] In his book Perceiving God, William Alston examines what he calls

`mystical perception' or (equivalently) `direct perception of God'. In general, if
one directly perceives X, then `one is aware of X through a state of consciousness
that is distinguishable fromX, and can bemade an object of absolutely immediate
awareness, but is not perceived'.6 (Hence on this account, my awareness of
the computer before me now is a case of direct perception.) In the course of his
discussion, Alston considers the possibility that the state of consciousness through
which we directly perceive God is purely affective in terms of its phenomenal
content. He writes:

One nagging worry is the possibility that the phenomenal content of mystical

perception wholly consists of affective qualities, various ways the subject is

feeling in reaction to what the subject takes to be the presence of God. No

doubt such experiences are strongly affectively toned; my sample is entirely

typical in this respect. The subjects speak of ecstasy, sweetness, love, delight,

joy, contentment, peace, repose, bliss, awe, and wonder. Our inability to

specify any other sort of non-sensory phenomenal qualities leads naturally to

the suspicion that the experience is con�ned to affective reactions to a believed

presence, leaving room for no experiential presentation of God or any other

objective reality.7

[11] So while he allows that the phenomenal content of a genuine perception of
Godmay be purely affective, Alston regards this possibility as a source of `nagging
worry'. Why should he think of the possibility in these terms? At the beginning of
the passage I have just cited, Alston characterises the affective dimension of such
an experience as `various ways the subject is feeling in reaction to what the subject
takes to be the presence of God'. It is striking that this formulation assumes that
the feeling content of a mystical perception is a `reaction' to (what is presumably)
a feeling-neutral thought. On this view, it seems that feelings are being construed
as rather like sensations (such as the sensation of being bruised), in so far as
they do not themselves bear any intentional content (they are not about anything),
albeit that they differ from sensations in so far as they are occasioned by a thought,
rather than by the impact of an object upon the sense organs. Given some such
conception of feelings, it is then easy enough to subject affective experience to
the sort of disentangling manoeuvre that is envisaged in McDowell's discussion:

5. McDowell, `Non-Cognitivism and Rule-Following', p. 142.
6. William Alston, Perceiving God. The Epistemology of Religious Experience (Ithaca,

N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1991), p. 22.
7. Alston, Perceiving God, pp. 49�50.
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just as colour experience can be explained by reference to colour-neutral items
in the world, so affective experience (on this view) can be explained by reference
to the affect-neutral thoughts from which it derives. Now McDowell's discussion
appears to invite a rather different characterisation of the role of feeling, as I shall
now argue.

[12] We have seen that on McDowell's view value experience should not
be disaggregated into a value-neutral element that derives from `the world' and
a phenomenal element that re�ects the mind's contribution to the experience.
Instead, we should suppose that the object of such an experience can only be
understood in value-indexed terms. So on this view, there are values `in the
world'. Moreover, as we have seen, on McDowell's account, it is by way of our
affective responses that we come to recognise these values. As Simon Blackburn
puts the matter, on McDowell's view, `our affective natures expand our sensitivity
to how things are, on the lines of any mode of perception'.8 This suggests a model
according to which feelings are ways of taking stock of (evaluative) features of the
world, and to that extent, themselves forms of thought. Indeed, it may be that our
felt responses offer our only mode of access to certain values (just as in certain
cases, our amused responses may offer our only mode of access to the quality of
being funny).

[13] If this is the right way to read McDowell, then his account does indeed
pose a challenge to the model of affect that is implied in Alston's remarks. For
onMcDowell's picture, feelings are being represented as thoughts (in the sense of
having intentional content, or being about something) in their own right, and not
simply by virtue of their association with some thought by which they are caused.
By contrast, as we have seen, on Alston's account, feelings seem to be represented
as in themselves thought-less, and as occasioned by (feeling-less) thoughts. It is,
I suggest, this rather impoverished account of affect that leads Alston to remark
that: `Our inability to specify any other sort [i.e. some non-affective sort] of non-
sensory phenomenal qualities leads naturally to the suspicion that the experience
is con�ned to affective reactions to a believed presence'. This suspicion is only
`natural', I suggest, given the assumption that affectively informed experiences
can be (and in general ought to be) disaggregated into a thought component and a
feeling component; andMcDowell's account challenges this distinction. So here is
a �rst point whereMcDowell's discussion proves to be relevant to Alston's account
of religious experience. If we adoptMcDowell's conception of affective experience
(rather than Alston's), it will be easier to see how a religious experience whose
phenomenal content is purely affective may, even so, be veridical. Again, this is a
matter of some signi�cance, given that religious experience is so often infused by
affective concerns.

[14] In the passage we have been discussing, Alston seems to concede that
there is rightly some initial scepticism about the trustworthiness of a mystical
perception whose phenomenal content is purely affective. However, he goes
on to suggest that such an experience could in principle be veridical after all,

8. Blackburn, `Reply', p. 164.
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and in support of this claim he cites an analogy with sense perception: `even
if, as seems possible, sensory phenomenal qualities are as subjective as affective
qualities, that does not prevent them serving as a phenomenal vehicle of the
perception of objective external realities.'9 And in that case, Alston asks, could
we not suppose similarly that affects may serve as the `phenomenal vehicle' for
the recognition of mind-independent realities? Does this proposal suggest a more
generous assessment of the role of affects in theistic experience? Here Alston
does seem to allow that feelings may have intentional content: a recognition of
the character of `objective reality' can be realised in affective experience. However,
a McDowell-inspired view might still be wary of Alston's analogy, on the grounds
that it assimilates sensory and value experience too quickly, and fails to draw
attention to the distinction between, for example, colour and value experience:
unless this distinction is noted, we might �nd ourselves allowing that affects have
intentional content (just as our phenomenal-colour-informed experience of colour
has intentional content), while failing to allow that affects represent features of
`the world'. However, in fairness to Alston, he does indicate that he intends the
analogy to apply with reference to the `perception of objective external realities'.
Even so, while admitting the possibility of affects playing this sort of role, it
is striking that he persists in trying to downplay them (as we shall see again
shortly). This suggests to me that while Alston sees no objection of principle to
this reading of the signi�cance of affects, he thinks that in practice the model of
affects as occasioned by thoughts and as themselves thought-less is truer to our
experience (or preferable for some other reason). In that case, we might take
McDowell's account as a helpful corrective to the idea that, in standard cases, our
evaluative experience should be disaggregated into a thought component and a
further, affective component which derives from the thought component.

[15] There is one further element of Alston's account that comes into new
focus, I think, when viewed through the lens afforded by McDowell's discussion.
Once again, Alston's observations at this juncture have as their focus a perceived
dif�culty in the notion of mystical perception. He writes:

It must be confessed that we are quite incapable of enumerating the basic

phenomenal qualities of which `divine phenomena' are con�gurations. That's

the bad news. But the good news is that we can understand why this should

be the case. To see this let's re�ect on why it is that we are able to carry off this

job for sense perception. The basic point is this. We know quite a bit about

the ways in which sensory experience depends in a regular way on its physical,

physiological, and psychological conditions. We have discovered quite a bit

about the stimulus conditions of various sensory qualities, and we have been

able to subject the experience of those qualities to a considerable degree of

stimulus control. The more rudimentary forms of these accomplishments

predate recorded history; this is why we have had an intersubjectively shared

language for sensory qualities since time immemorial. . . . But nothing like

this has happened with respect to the perception of God, nor is it at all likely

to. We know nothing of the mechanisms of such perception, if indeed it is

9. Alston, Perceiving God, p. 50.

Ars Disputandi 4 (2004), http://www.ArsDisputandi.org



Mark Wynn: McDowell, Value Recognition, and Affectively Toned Theistic Experience

proper to talk of mechanisms here; nor can we grasp any useful regularities

in the conditions under which God will appear in one or another qualitatively

distinctive way to one's experience. Perhaps such conditions have to do with

God's purposes and intentions, and if so that gives us absolutely no handle on

prediction and control.10

[16] In this passage, Alston is responding to an (implied) objection to the trustwor-
thiness of mystical perception. The objection maintains that there is a signi�cant
disanalogy between mystical perception and sensory perception, because only in
the case of sensory perception do we have a language for recording the phenome-
nal content (or more exactly, `the basic phenomenal qualities') of the experience.
This disanalogy poses a threat to Alston's project, I take it, in so far as it implies
that religious experience may lack any (coherent) phenomenal content; for it that
were so, then we might doubt whether such experience is really experience at all
(or at any rate, experience which relates us to a coherent, objective reality). In-
terestingly, on this point, Alston's reply takes the form of allowing the disanalogy,
and seeking to explain it. (Contrast the strategy he uses in response to the thought
that the phenomenal content of mystical perception may be purely affective: here
he appeals to a point of similarity between mystical and sense perception.)11

[17] In the passage just cited, Alston comments: `We know quite a bit about
the ways in which sensory experience depends in a regular way on its physical,
physiological, and psychological conditions.' Now if McDowell's account is on the
right lines, thenwemight suppose that value and sensory experience are dissimilar
in this respect. For while we can construct general correlations between states of
the physical world and the sensory experiences to which those states are likely to
give rise, we cannot (so easily) correlate states of the physical world (picked out
in scienti�c or value-neutral terms) and the value experiences to which they are
likely to give rise. Might this fact help to explain the dif�culties of constructing a
language to record the phenomenology of religious experience?

[18] No doubt, there are quite a number of considerations which help to
explain the dif�culty of constructing such a language. Many commentators have
thought (reasonably enough) that God is not an `object' available formanipulation
in the way that the objects of sense experience are, and we might suppose that
it is for this reason that we have less opportunity to subject theistic experience

10. Alston, Perceiving God, p. 49.
11. This two-pronged strategy corresponds to the book's appeal to `double standards' and

`epistemic imperialism' when dealing with objections to religious experience: see Alston, Perceiv-
ing God, chapter 6. To expect mystical perception to have a describable phenomenal content, like
sensory perception, would be to fall into the error of epistemic imperialism (the error of applying
the standards appropriate to sensory experience to experience in general); and to �nd fault with
a mystical perception whose phenomenal content is purely affective while supposing that there
is nothing problematic about sensory perception (despite its reliance upon phenomenal colours
etc.) is to fall into the error of applying double standards. Naturally, these approaches point
in rather different directions (sometimes Alston is insisting on observing a distinction between
sensory and mystical perception, sometimes he is asking for them to be treated similarly), but
there is no contradiction here, providing that the two approaches are applied to different aspects
of the relationship between sensory and mystical perception.
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to examination under controlled conditions. The consideration introduced by
McDowell provides a further perspective on this idea. Given his remarks, we
might suppose that the dif�culties in providing a language for the phenomenology
of religious experience re�ect not just the fact thatGod is not amanipulable, spatio-
temporally locatable object, but also the fact that religious experience is a kind of
value experience. For value experiences cannot be mapped onto sets of physical
conditions which constitute natural classes when characterised in scienti�c or
value-neutral terms; and accordingly, it is a relatively complex matter to identify
the physical stimulus conditions for a given kind of value experience.

[19] Does the McDowell-style explanation add much to Alston's? In the
passage just cited, Alston envisages this possibility: perhaps the stimulus condi-
tions for mystical perception `have to do with God's purposes and intentions, and
if so that gives us absolutely no handle on prediction and control'. Here Alston
may be implying that at least on occasions, God brings about mystical percep-
tions miraculously, so that there is no possibility even in principle of pairing off
such perceptions with stimulus conditions characterised in physical terms. But
suppose we drop this assumption, and allow that if God brings about a mystical
perception of himself in state of theworldA, thenhewill bring about such apercep-
tion in a qualitatively indistinguishable state of the world B. Now on McDowell's
account, we have reason to think that, even under these conditions, it will still
be relatively dif�cult to construct a language to record the phenomenology of re-
ligious experience. This is because even given this relationship of supervenience
(whereby sameness of physical state implies sameness of mystical perception),
there will still be no simple way of mapping mystical perceptions onto stimulus
conditions, where these stimulus conditions are seen to constitute a natural class
when identi�ed in value-neutral terms.12 And in that case, it will be dif�cult to
move from one example of a stimulus condition for mystical perception to some
more general class of conditions, knowledge of which would enable us to pin down
the phenomenal character of mystical perception in a range of circumstances.

[20] So an appeal to the evaluative character of theistic experience seems
to constitute a different consideration from that cited by Alston and can there-
fore play a distinct, though potentially complementary, role within an account
of the indescribability of the phenomenal content of theistic experience. This
McDowell-inspired approach also constitutes at least a partial response to an-
other, more standard objection to religious experience (an objection pressed by
Anthony O'Hear and others).13 This is the objection that such experiences are not
epistemically reliable because they cannot be predicted. But the unpredictability
of religious experiences, on the McDowell-style view, may re�ect not so much the
fact that they are `merely subjective' (O'Hear's conclusion) as the fact that they

12. McDowell is explicit that he is not denying the supervenience of value properties upon
non-evaluative properties: see `Non-Cognitivism and Rule-Following', p. 145.

13. AnthonyO'Hear,Experience, Explanation andFaith (London: Routledge&KeganPaul,
1984), chapter 2. In fact, O'Hear also defends here the idea if theistic experiences were predictable,
that would invite a naturalistic account of their origins: so such experiences seem to be discounted
in either event!
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cannot be correlated with a set of easily circumscribed physical stimulus condi-
tions. And anyone who wishes to be a (McDowell-style) cognitivist about, say,
moral experience may be hard-pressed to explain why this fact alone should call
into question the reliability of religious experience.

[21] We might wonder whether these re�ections throw any light on the
comparative dif�culty of providing a language to record the phenomenology of
religious experience as compared with saymoral or aesthetic experience. After all,
these are all cases of value experience, so on the hypothesis under consideration,
should we expect the phenomenology of each to be equally dif�cult to capture
linguistically? I do not think this does follow, for there is some reason to suppose
that the kind of value experience that is relevant in religious contexts makes it
especially dif�cult to undertake the mapping of experiences onto value-neutral
stimulus conditions. (So perhaps a revised version of O'Hear's objection could be
lodged here; but at any rate, this will have to be a new,more nuanced version of the
objection.) After all, it is relatively easy to specify, in value-neutral terms, at least
some of the conditions that are relevant to classifying an action as kind or cruel.
But it is much more dif�cult to specify, in value-neutral terms, the circumstances
which present proper stimulus conditions for a mystical perception. Even if the
supervenience thesis holds for such experiences, it is very dif�cult for us to see
how to move from one or two examples of acknowledged stimulus conditions to
a larger class of stimulus conditions; by contrast, it is relatively easy to move
from one or two examples of the stimulus conditions for, say, cruelty (where
these conditions are picked out in value-free terms) to at any rate a class (one of
several, we might suppose) of stimulus conditions that are relevant to this kind of
(dis)value experience. This suggests that while an explanation of the dif�culties in
describing the phenomenal content of theistic experience can usefully deploy the
idea that such experiences are evaluative in character, this idea will not provide
a comprehensive explanation. For that purpose, further considerations will need
to be adduced (addressing the question of why the mapping of value experiences
on to stimulus conditions should prove particularly dif�cult in the case of theistic
value experience).

[22] In concluding my discussion of Alston, I want to return to one �nal
strand of his case where, again, he is seeking to downplay the thought that the
phenomenal content of theistic experience is purely affective. Having allowed
the in-principle possibility of veridical theistic experience whose phenomenal
content is purely affective, Alston goes on to try to show that this possibility
need not be allowed as a matter of fact. His interest in sustaining this idea
shows, I suggest, his ongoing reservation about the role of feeling in religious
experience. Hence he writes: `To further shore up the supposition that mystical
perception involves distinctive, nonaffective phenomenal qualia, we can advert to
the doctrine of �spiritual sensations� that was developed in the Catholic mystical
tradition'.14 According to this tradition, as Alston expounds it, there are certain
spiritual experiences which (although nonsensory) in some way resemble touch,

14. Alston, Perceiving God, p. 51, my emphasis.
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and others which resemble taste or smell, and so on.15 However, the examples
Alston gives in support of his thesis appear to retain a strongly affective character.
For instance, here is an excerpt from the passage he cites to illustrate the idea of a
mystical perception which is reminiscent of the experience of smell (the passage
is taken from St Teresa's Interior Castle): `Understand me, the soul does not feel
any real heat or scent, but something farmore delicious, which I use thismetaphor
to explain.'16 The thought that references to `heat' or `scent' in this connection
are strictly metaphorical, and that such experience is `far more delicious' than any
mundane experience, suggests that the quality in question is registered, at least
in signi�cant part, through an experience of delight, which implies that affects
remain, to say no more, of fundamental importance to the phenomenology of the
experience.

[23] Whether ornot this is the rightway to readTeresa andotherswhoappeal
to analogies between spiritual experience and the various modalities of sensory
experience, it remains true, I suggest, that ordinary folk who report religious
experience (as distinct from elevated mystics such as Teresa) are more likely to
describe their experiences in affective terms than in terms which suggest a non-
affective, non-sensory `intuition' of the divine.17 Alston would no doubt reply
that even if this is so, it may just re�ect the relative poverty of our language for
describing non-sensory, non-affective experience (see again his comments above).
Nonetheless, if the subjects of theistic experienceareheavily reliantuponreference
to feelings to describe such experiences, that suggests that theists would do well
to adopt a rather more sympathetic attitude than Alston towards the possibility
that the phenomenal content of certain religious experiences is in large part (if not
entirely) affective. (Again, it is of course this thought that provides the rationale
for this paper.) Moreover, quite apart from these sociological considerations,
the notion of a non-sensory, non-affective mode of intuition may well be more
dif�cult to understand for philosophical reasons than the idea of an experience
whosephenomenal content is basically affective. I shall not expandon this thought
here, but perhaps some such conviction lies behind the shift in ethical cognitivism
away from the kind of `intuition' to which G.E. Moore appeals and towards the
sort of position that McDowell espouses, where the role of feeling is more freely
acknowledged.

[24] The various arguments of this section suggest, I hope, that Alston's
view and McDowell's can be fruitfully combined on certain points. The resulting
approach will build on the thought that there is no easy correlation between value

15. Alston allows the possibility in principle that mystical perception may be sensory, but
thinks that a non-sensory perception `has a better claim to be a genuine direct perception of God':
Alston, Perceiving God, p. 36. Hence his interest in the latter sort of case.

16. Alston, Perceiving God, p. 53.
17. Compare William James' observation on his Gifford Lectures on religious experience:

`In re-reading my manuscript, I am almost appalled at the amount of emotionality which I �nd in
it': The Varieties of Religious Experience. A Study in HumanNature (London: Longmans, Green
and Co., 1902), p. 486. He adds that he has been dealing with the `extravagances of the subject',
but also that he chose such examples `as yielding the profounder informations'.
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experiences in general and states of the world characterised in purely physical,
non-evaluative terms. Alston's account does not articulate precisely this idea, but
is consistent with it. And, as we have seen, the idea can help to bolster Alston's
position on various points. First of all, it can help to explain why we do not have a
more developed vocabulary for describing the phenomenology of religious experi-
ence. Secondly, it can help to rebut the objection that if the phenomenal content
of religious experience is purely affective (a possibility which we should take se-
riously, I have argued), then such experience is best interpreted non-cognitively
(since affects, at least typically, lack intentional content in their own right). And
�nally, appeal to McDowell's discussion can help us to see how we might (if only
for ad hominem purposes) allow a non-cognitivist reading of colour experience
without thereby being committed to a non-cognitivist reading of religious expe-
rience. In these various ways, then, McDowell's proposals can be grafted onto
Alston's, to produce an account which is more hospitable to the thought that the
affective dimension of religious experience is cognitively signi�cant.

4 Religious experience: John Henry Newman's account
[25] In his Grammar of Assent, John Henry Newman draws a much cited

distinction between having a `notion' and having a `real image' of God. He writes:

I have tried to trace the process by which the mind arrives, not only at a no-

tional, but at an imaginative or real assent to the doctrine that there is One

God, that is, an assentmade with an apprehension, not only of what the words

of the proposition mean, but of the object denoted by them. . . . The propo-

sition that there is One Personal and Present God may be held in either way,

either as a theological truth, or as a religious fact or reality. The notion and

the reality assented-to are represented by one and the same proposition, but

serve as distinct interpretations of it. When the proposition is apprehended

for purposes of proof, analysis, comparison, and the like intellectual exercises,

it is used as the expression of a notion; when for the purposes of devotion, it

is the image of a reality.18

[26] So the distinction between having a notion and having a real image of God
amounts to the distinction between having a verbal appreciation of what God is
like and having an understanding that is grounded in some direct, experiential
encounter with God (having an `apprehension' of `the object', as Newman puts
it). This suggests that Newman conceives of religious experience in much the
same way as Alston: for the experience to which he is alluding is of God (or at
any rate, of God's `voice'), and not of something else as pointing towards God.
He is also talking of a mediated apprehension, for it is by way of the data of
conscience, Newman proposes, that we are able to experience God. Hence he can
write of `this instinct of the mind recognizing an external Master in the dictate
of conscience, and imaging the thought of Him in the de�nite impressions which

18. John Henry Newman, An Essay in Aid of a Grammar of Assent (Notre Dame, IN.:
University of Notre Dame Press, 1979), p. 108.
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conscience creates';19 or again he envisages that `in the dictate of conscience,
. . . [an infant] is able gradually to perceive the voice, or the echoes of the voice,
of a Master living, personal, and sovereign'.20 So this account is certainly akin to
Alston's theory, and can be read as amore precise speci�cation of that theory, in so
far as Newman proposes that it is our experience in conscience in particular that
provides themedium throughwhichwe become aware of God. Newman's account
also allows for the affective dimension of religious experience: `Conscience', he
writes, `. . . considered as a moral sense, an intellectual sentiment, is a sense of
admiration and disgust, of approbation and blame: but it is something more
than a moral sense; it is always what the sense of the beautiful is in only certain
cases; it is always emotional.'21 So Newman is advancing, I suggest, a cognitivist
interpretation of affectively toned religious experience (or `mystical perception');
and his proposal is therefore of the same general type as the Alston-McDowell
model I sketched just now.

[27] How might Newman's discussion contribute to the further elaboration
of this model? Alston, as we have seen, is struck by the dif�culty of verbalising
the phenomenology of religious experience. There is a related idea implied in
Newman's distinction between a real image and anotion ofGod. Anotion involves,
as we have seen, a verbally expressible understanding. By contrast, the content of
a real image of God exceeds our powers of verbalisation. So Newman is proposing
that there is a (religiously deeper) non-discursive understanding of God available
only to those who have had relevant morally and affectively informed experience
of God. Now Newman may think, with Alston, that it is dif�cult to describe
the phenomenology of religious experience, but what he says is simply that it is
dif�cult to capture verbally (in full) the understanding of God that is vouchsafed
in such experiences. How should we understand the relation between these two
views?

[28] Appealing to McDowell again, there are reasons for thinking that Al-
ston's perspective on this point implies Newman's. For the upshot of McDowell's
discussion is that the phenomenology of value experience is not dispensable for
the purpose of identifying its object in the way that the phenomenology of colour
experience is dispensable (from the perspective of some commentators) for the
purpose of identifying its object. To rehearse again a point that will be familiar by
now, on a projectivist reading of colour experience, the phenomenology of such
experience fails to reveal what the world is really like, for the qualities in the world
that give rise to the experience are colourless; by contrast, says McDowell, in
the case of value experience, we cannot draw the same distinction between what
appears (values) and the qualities `in the world' which give rise to this appearance.
So on this view, a dif�culty in recording the phenomenology of value experience
implies also a dif�culty in recording the character of the `object' which is the source

19. Newman, Essay, p. 102. Newman also allows for a more inferential apprehension of
God's reality through the data of conscience: Essay, p. 101.

20. Newman,Essay, p. 102. The reference to `echoes' here suggests that Newman's account
is not so obviously concerned with `direct' experience of God as Alston's.

21. Newman, Essay, p. 100.
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of that experience. Hence, applying this idea to the case of affectively toned reli-
gious experience, a dif�culty in describing the phenomenology of such experience
(this is Alston's point) implies a dif�culty in describing the `object' (God) which
is the source of that experience�and this latter thought is the idea advanced in
Newman's proposal that theistic experience involves a real image (as distinct from
a notion) of God.

[29] So Newman's cognistivist account of affectively informed religious ex-
perience complements themodel that we have derived fromAlston andMcDowell,
by advancing a claim that is implied (but not explicitly articulated) in the Alston-
McDowell account, namely, the claim that there are dif�culties in verbalising (in
full) the character of the God who is revealed in affectively toned theistic experi-
ence.22 It is worth noting that Newman's proposal here involves the idea, one I
have already attributed toMcDowell, that feelings can be intrinsically intentional:
that is, they can bear an intellectual content in their own right, and not simply a
content that belongs more properly to the discursive (verbalisable) thoughts (or
`notions') with which they are associated�for a certain understanding of God is
lodged, he is saying, in feeling, and not otherwise expressible. On this point, his
approach offers a striking anticipation of the turn taken in recent philosophical
discussion of the emotions.23

[30] Does Newman's proposal contribute anything further to the Alston-
McDowellmodel? Evidently,Newman is thinkingof religiousexperienceas closely
related tomoral experience; the experience of God on his view turns out to involve
an experience of oneself as morally accountable, where this accountability points
towards a transcendent personal source to whom one is answerable. Hence he
writes: `If, as is the case, we feel responsibility, are ashamed, are frightened,
at transgressing the voice of conscience, this implies that there is One to whom
we are responsible, before whom we are ashamed, whose claims upon us we
fear'.24 This is not to say, I think, that the phenomenology of religious experience
is indistinguishable from that of moral experience. Religious experience in its
fullest sense (in the sense relevant to forming a real image of God) requires not
just an experience of conscience, but an experience of conscience as binding,
and also an experience of someone as the source of its binding authority. But
Newman's remarks are evidently in keepingwith the general strategy of this paper,
of treating religious experience as a form of value experience, and one which is
tied to moral experience (that is, the kind of value experience that is primarily in
view in McDowell's paper).

[31] Newman's discussion relates constructively to one other strand of the
Alston-McDowell model. Here we return to the question of why it should be dif�-
cult to describe the God revealed in affectively toned theistic experience. In part,
no doubt, Newman thinks of the `image' of God realised in religious experience as
unverbalisable because this is a familiar theme of the mystical tradition. But he

22. Alston himself criticises standard accounts of `ineffability' in Perceiving God, pp. 31�2.
23. See for instance Peter Goldie, The Emotions. A Philosophical Exploration (Oxford:

Oxford University Press, 2000), pp. 59�60.
24. Newman, Essay, p. 101.
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also has a more philosophical kind of reason for advancing this idea. His thought
is, I suggest, that it is dif�cult to express the content of a real image of God in ver-
bal terms because such an image rests upon an encounter with a particular object.
Here Newman is presupposing a distinction between knowledge which involves a
kind of `acquaintance' with its object (resting on a direct experiential encounter)
and knowledge by description. Because knowledge by description trades upon the
general categories of a language, he seems to think, it will never be able to capture
in all its particularity the content of knowledge by acquaintance. On this view,
value (including religious) experience is not (in this respect) radically different
from sense experience: what I know by acquaintance of the colour of the apple
before me also transcends what I can set down in words. That this is Newman's
teaching is implied, for example, in the passage I cited above, where he writes
that a real assent (one involving a real image) is `an assent made with an appre-
hension, not only of what the words of the proposition mean, but of the object
denoted by them'. Here we �nd that the notion/image distinction corresponds to
a distinction between the sort of knowledge that turns on knowing the meanings
of words (knowledge by description) and the sort that involves knowing an object
�rst hand, by way of direct experiential encounter.

[32] Wemight pressNewman on the question of whywe should suppose that
the content of knowledge by acquaintance is, at least in part, unverbalisable. To
revert to the case of seeing an apple, the physicist surely does have the necessary
concepts to describe exhaustively what I grasp by acquaintance of a given apple's
dimensions, weight and so on, in so far as what I grasp in these respects can be ex-
pressed in quantitative terms. By contrast, we do not have the language to capture
in all its particularity the apple's phenomenal appearance as a mix of particular
shades of red and green and so on. Why should we have the concepts required
to describe the apple in terms of its dimensions and other quantitative properties
but not in terms of its phenomenal appearance? This is a consequence, I suggest,
of the simplifying power of quantitative descriptions: I can grasp conceptually the
full number range required to express the mass, dimensions, velocity etc. of any
material object. By contrast, I cannot grasp so simply, in terms of distinguishable
concepts, the full colour range required to describe precisely the appearance of an
apple. This is not to say that the qualitative appearance of the apple is in princi-
ple indescribable (we could after all invent a word for an apple of precisely this
colour); but it explains why for practical purposes we lack the necessary richness
of vocabulary.

[33] So we can elaborate upon Newman's account as follows: the content
of a real image of God is not fully expressible in verbal terms because such an
image involves knowledge by acquaintance; and, wemight now add, knowledge by
acquaintance is not fully expressible in verbal termswhere it concernsphenomenal
colours or, in general, where it concerns the qualitative appearance of things. We
need to ask now of course: why is experience of God (of the kind implied in
having a real image of God) more like an experience of phenomenal colours, in
terms of its indescribability, than like an experience of quanti�able qualities? The
Alston-McDowell accountof value experienceyields ananswer to this question: we
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should think of the object of religious experience as a set of value-indexedqualities,
and such qualities can not be expressed in simple quantitative terms. (Compare
for example standard criticisms of utilitarian attempts to produce a quantitative
calculus for settling ethical questions.) Moreover, whereas it might be possible
to argue that the real content of an experience of colours is in fact knowledge of
a set of properties whose character can be speci�ed in purely quantitative terms,
if McDowell is right, then the same cannot be said of a value-laden experience
of God�for in this case we cannot get behind the appearances to identify their
source innon-evaluative, non-qualitative terms. SoMcDowell's treatment of value
experience suggests that a real image of God will involve the sort of knowledge by
acquaintance that cannot be fully expressed in quantitative terms; and thereby it
suggests (with Newman) that the content of a real image of God will not admit of
a precise verbal paraphrase. Here is a further example, then, of how McDowell's
approach can throw new light on a familiar picture of religious experience.

[34] As we have seen, the Alston-McDowell model also has an account of
why it should be dif�cult to verbalise the understanding of God that is realised in
mystical perception. This account involves, �rst of all, the thought that it is dif�cult
to identify the stimulus conditions of value experience, and therefore dif�cult to
describe the phenomenology of such experience; it then adds that in the case of
value experience (including religious experience), a dif�culty in describing the
phenomenology of the experience implies also a dif�culty in describing the object
of the experience. By contrast, Newman's account (as we have developed it) starts
from the thought that in general the qualitative appearance of things is dif�cult to
describe (even if those things should be physical objects), and it goes on to claim
that the `real object' of a mystical perception can be described only by reference to
qualitative appearances. These accounts are distinct but not in con�ict; indeed,
they both appeal to the thought that in the case of religious experience, there is no
route behind the appearances to identify the real source of the experience.

5 Blackburn's objections to McDowell
[35] Having argued that McDowell's proposal can be related fruitfully to

Newman's and Alston's discussions of religious experience, I want now to return
to the question of this proposal's plausibility. In his book Ruling Passions, Simon
Blackburn offers a number of alleged counterexamples to McDowell's cognitivist
reading of affectively tonedmoral experience.25 Here is one of his examples, which
concerns the value term `cuteness':

Here we imagine a man happily deploying this term, and happily possessed

of a perceptual/affective amalgam corresponding to it. He and his cohort

see women as cute. . . . They have read McDowell, and take themselves to

have a new, genuinely cognitive, sensitivity to the cuteness of some women.

25. Simon Blackburn, Ruling Passions. A Theory of Practical Reasoning (Oxford: Claren-
don Press, 1998).
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. . . Cuteness, our man says, elicits and justi�es various affective reactions. It

is hard to specify them except as perceptions of cuteness. . . 26

[36] Now the `disentangling manoeuvre' is not only possible here, Blackburn
maintains, but morally required. He continues:

it ismorally vital thatweproceed by splitting the input from the output in such

a case. By refusing to split we fail to open an essential speci�cally normative

dimension of criticism. If the last word is that these people perceive cuteness

and react to it with the appropriate cuteness reaction, whereas other people do

not, we have lost the analytic tools with which to recognize what is wrong with

them. What is wrong with them is along these lines: they react to an infantile,

unthreatening appearance or self-presentation in women . . . with admiration

or desire (themen) or envy and emulation (the women). Cute things are those

to which we can show affection without threat, or patronizingly, or even with

contempt. . . . Applied to women, this, I say, is a bad thing. Once we can

separate input from output enough to see that this is what is going on, the talk

of . . . a special perception available only to those who have been acculturated,

simply sounds hollow.27

[37] What should we make of this example? It seems to me that Blackburn is
right about the importance of undertaking the `disentangling manoeuvre' (and
distinguishing `input' from `output') in this case. But this example trades on
our sense that cuteness is indeed an inappropriate reaction; this is why we are
reluctant to see it as grounded in an affectively toned `perception', and why it is
indeed `morally vital' to substitute instead a projectivist account of the quality. So
even someone who is, overall, in favour of McDowell's account will agree with the
appropriateness of a projectivist reading here, providing of course that he or she
shares Blackburn's moral assessment of cuteness. A more testing example would
require a case where the response is deemed morally appropriate. It is precisely
this sort of case, and the sense of its distinction from the cuteness kind of case,
that generates the cognitivist account in the �rst place: the cognitivist appeals to
the idea of an affectively toned perception of certain values `in the world' in order
to sustain a distinction between those value claims that are grounded in the nature
of things and those (such as judgements of cuteness) that are best understood in
projectivist terms.

[38] So the cuteness example (along with others that Blackburn cites) is,
I suggest, neutral between Blackburn's view and the view of McDowell, since it
is common ground that this example is to be construed in projectivist terms. If
Blackburn is to make his case, he needs, rather, to show that he can give a better
account than the cognitivist of our sense that some value claims are more worthy
of endorsement than others. Naturally, Blackburn also has a view on this further
issue. In particular, he proposes that we can take ourselves to have knowledge
of ethical matters because we can grasp that some of our value assessments are

26. Blackburn, Ruling Passions, p. 101.
27. Blackburn, Ruling Passions, pp. 101�2, italics in original.
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incapable of being improved. Here he quotes Hume's remark: `Temperance, so-
briety, patience, constancy, perseverance, forethought, considerateness, secrecy,
order, insinuation, address, presence of mind, quickness of conception, facility of
expression; these and a thousand more of the same kind, no man will ever deny
to be excellences and perfections'.28 Blackburn comments:

Hume's list re�ects a certain Scottish standpoint, but one sees what he is

getting at. Perhaps I can contemplate as a bare possibility that some change

should come along and `improve' me into thinking that these are not after

all standards for a good character. But I cannot really see how to take off

the inverted commas, or in other words imagine how any such change would

really be an improvement. The possibility remains idle, unreal. So I can quite

properly claim to know that some things count as virtues and others do not.29

[39] Blackburn goes on to contrast this sort of judgement with his belief that the
government ought to introduce a minimum wage. He notes that it is easy enough
to imagine how he might improve his view on this issue, given for example his
sketchy understanding of the relevant economic data and theory.

[40] So Blackburn has an account of what makes some value judgements
worthy of the title of knowledge. But from the perspective of a McDowell-style
cognitivism, this account still fails, of course, to explain satisfactorily how a value
judgement that constitutes knowledge is grounded in the nature of things. All
we can say on Blackburn's approach is that value judgements count as knowl-
edge claims if they properly register the character of certain non-evaluative facts
(facts recorded in economic theory, for example) and if our reactions to these
non-evaluative facts are freed from `insensitivities, fears, blind traditions, failures
of knowledge, imagination, sympathy'.30 If these conditions are satis�ed, then
we cannot see how our perspective might be open to improvement, and that is
suf�cient reason for supposing that the perspective counts as knowledge. So on
this view, all we have are certain non-evaluative facts and a reaction to them (a
reaction we think beyond improvement). A cognitivist account of values will go
one step further, and offer an explanation of the appropriateness of the reaction
in cases of knowledge: in these cases, the cognitivist will say, the value judge-
ment is cognisant not only of relevant non-evaluative facts, but subjects them to
assessment in the light of relevant evaluative facts.

[41] This dispute can hardly be settled here. But it is worth noting that
from a theistic perspective, the cognitivist account of our value judgements seems
superior, at any rate in the case of value judgements which concern God. On
Blackburn's approach, the judgement that God is good can be counted as knowl-
edge if it is the sort of judgement we would reach once acquainted with relevant

28. Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals, VI. 1, in L. A. Selby-Bigge (ed.), David
Hume, Enquiries Concerning Human Understanding and Concerning the Principles of Morals,
3rd edn revised by P.H. Nidditch (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1975), p. 242.

29. Blackburn, Ruling Passions, p. 307.
30. Blackburn, `Reply', p. 175. On this view, such `insensitivities' presumably count as

defects because they imply a failure to grasp non-evaluative facts.
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non-evaluative facts and providing that we have overcome failures of imagination,
sympathy, etc. But on the theistic view, while it may be true enough that we
would form the judgement that God is good under the conditions described, there
is something further to be said: the reason why someone who is acquainted with
relevant non-evaluative facts and who has purged themselves of various failures
of affective response will conclude that God is good is because being in such a
state enables a right appreciation of the fact of God's being good. To suppose that
this further step cannot be taken is to suppose that whether or not God is good
is ultimately contingent upon our particular human sensibility (and our tendency
to form the judgement that God is good under the conditions speci�ed). But a
theist will surely want to say that far from our judgements providing a criterion
for the goodness of God, it is the goodness of God that provides a criterion for
the adequacy of our judgements. It is only if our judgements issue in the claim
that God is good (under the conditions speci�ed) that our sensibility can be said
to be trustworthy on this question. So while we cannot resolve here the question
of whether the further explanatory step taken by the cognitivist about values is
in general appropriate, it seems at any rate that some such step is required by
traditional theism where judgements about the goodness of God are concerned.

[42] There is a further key point of disagreement between McDowell and
Blackburn that emerges in the original symposium exchange. Here we return to
the analogy between value and comic experience that I invoked at the outset to
make sense of McDowell's proposal. Blackburn writes:

it is notoriously dif�cult or impossible to circumscribe exactly all those things

which a member of our culture �nds comic. Any description is likely to have

a partial and disjunctive air which would make it a poor guide to someone

who does not share our sense of humour, if he is trying to predict those things

which he will and will not �nd funny.. . . Let us describe this by saying that

the grouping of things which is made by projecting our reactive tendency

onto the world is shapeless with respect to other features. The puzzle then is

why McDowell sees shapelessness as a problem for a projective theory. The

necessary premise must be that a reactive tendency cannot be shapeless with

respect to those other features which trigger it off, whereas a further cognitive

ability can pick up features which are shapeless with respect to others. But

why? Do we really support a realist theory of the comic by pointing out the

complexity and shapeless nature of the class of things we laugh at? On the

contrary, there is no reason to expect our reactions to the world simply to fall

into patterns which we or anyone else can describe.31

[43] In reply to this line of argument,McDowell suggests that if the non-cognitivist
endorses the shapelessness thesis, then `there need be no genuine same thing (by
the non-cognitivist's lights) to which successive occurrences of the non-cognitive
extra [the felt response] are responses.' He continues that in that case: `non-
cognitivism must regard the attitude as something which is simply felt (causally,
perhaps, but not rationally explicable); and uses of evaluative language seem

31. Blackburn, `Reply', p. 167.
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appropriately assimilated to certain sorts of exclamation, rather than to paradigm
cases of concept-application'.32

[44] What should we make of this exchange? Suppose we take for granted
that when characterised in non-evaluative terms, the classes of things which elicit
our value (including our moral, aesthetic and religious) responses are shapeless.
Both parties to the dispute accept this claim. McDowell continues: since the non-
cognitivist does not recognise any evaluative properties `in the world', he or she
must infer that our value responses involve no consistent sensitivity to a particular
class of things (although given the supervenience thesis, or some analogue of it
of the kind that Blackburn could accept, there will still be some sort of patterned
relationship between stimulus source characterised in non-evaluative terms and
value response); and in that case, our value responses do not conform to standard
cases of concept application. In reply, Blackburnwants toknowwhy the cognitivist
is not in the same boat, since he or she also subscribes to the shapelessness thesis.
Here McDowell would say, I take it, that from the value perspective (but not
otherwise), we can see our value responses as tracking shapely properties in the
world. I think both sides have a measure of truth here. Blackburn is right to
think that shapelessness does not refute his position: after all, why should the
non-cognitivist (of all people) suppose that our value responses do track coherent,
`shapely' properties in the world? But McDowell is also partly right: he shows, I
think, how shapelessness is consistent with the thought that our value experience
does track genuine properties `in the world', where the qualities in question are
only discernible in the light of our value experience. If this is the right way of
reading this exchange, then the result is a kind of stand-off. McDowell fails to
establish that non-cognitivism is defeated by the shapelessness ofmoral and other
value properties; and Blackburn fails to establish that cognitivism falls in the face
of the same phenomenon.

[45] However, this weaker reading of what McDowell has shown is suf�-
cient, I suggest, for the model of affectively toned theistic experience that we have
been exploring. For that model does not seek to provide a simple knock-down
disproof of the non-cognitivist approach; rather, it is an attempt to turn aside
certain objections to a cognitivist reading of affectively toned theistic experience.
And in the ways we have explored, McDowell's account does help to show how
various features of religious experience do not after all establish any presumption
in favour of a non-cognitivist view. It may be true that we cannot describe the
phenomenology of religious experience, and cannot describe its object at all fully;
it may be true that such experiences are unpredictable, and that their phenomenal
content is purely affective; and it may be true that in some respects they resemble
our colour experience; but by reference toMcDowell, we can see that none of these
considerations constitutes a decisive reason for adopting a non-cognitivist inter-
pretation of affectively toned theistic experience. And if these familiar objections
to the veridicality of affectively toned theistic experience can be rebutted, then it

32. McDowell, `Non-Cognitivism and Rule-Following', p. 158.

Ars Disputandi 4 (2004), http://www.ArsDisputandi.org



Mark Wynn: McDowell, Value Recognition, and Affectively Toned Theistic Experience

will be at any rate more dif�cult to sustain any presumption that such experiences
are in general unreliable.

6 Conclusions
[46] In this paper, I have sought to bring into fruitful relationship three

strands of re�ection: on the one side, JohnMcDowell's cognitivist reading of value
experience and, on the other side, the view of affectively toned theistic experience
that is expounded in thewritings of JohnHenryNewman andWilliamAlston. The
resulting account of theistic experience is built around a number of focal claims,
notably these: we should not expect the values disclosed in `mystical perceptions'
to be correlated with features of the world which constitute natural classes when
characterised in non-evaluative terms; accordingly, there is no presumption that
such experience has as its real object or source some non-evaluative feature of
the world, rather than a genuine value quality; in turn these ideas suggest that
the phenomenology of affectively toned theistic experience may be dif�cult to
describe, and also that the understanding of God that is communicated in such
experiences may be dif�cult to describe. This account is consistent with the
general drift of what Alston and Newman have to say, and helps to answer certain
questions that are raised by their discussions, including questions such as `Why
should the phenomenology of religious experience not bemore easily describable?'
(an issue for Alston) and `Why should the understanding of God achieved in
religious experience not be more easily describable?' (an issue for Newman).
Finally, I have argued that Simon Blackburn's critique of McDowell does not
count against a `weak' reading of his case, and that such a reading is all that
is required for the model of affectively toned theistic experience that we have
been considering. I have also argued that some of Blackburn's counterexamples
to McDowell are inconclusive (notably the `cuteness' example), and that theists
have their own reasons (quite apart from McDowell's discussion) for favouring a
cognitivist account of value judgements concerning God.

[47] Undoubtedly feelings contribute in signi�cant part to the religious
experience of ordinary believers. Of course, such feelings can be dif�cult to
describe, andwhat they reveal aboutGod (if anything) canalsobedif�cult to record
in verbal form. But according to the case made in this paper, such experiences
are not for that reason untrustworthy. Indeed, if (following McDowell) we favour
a cognitivist reading of our value experience in ethics, then there is some reason
to think that we ought equally to favour a cognitivist reading of affectively toned
theistic experience, and to suppose that such experience offers a mode of access,
in some cases our only mode of access, to religiously important values.33

33. I am grateful to Douglas Hedley, Dave Leal and TimMawson for their comments on an
earlier version of this paper.
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