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This is the fourth volume of the book series “Logic and the Philosophy
of Time”. As in earlier volumes, the main focus is on the beginnings
as well as the further development of modern tense logic. However, in
the present volume most of the papers also consider basic metaphysical
questions related to time, logic, and modality.

In most cases, earlier versions of the papers in the volume have been
presented at the conference “The Metaphysics of Time”, at Aalborg Uni-
versity, Denmark, 19%'-21%' March 2019. Following that event, the au-
thors have been given the chance to improve their papers based on the
discussions at the conference and the suggestions in the peer reviews.

As Peter Jhrstrom argues in his paper “From A-time to B-time:
Prior’s journey there and back again”, A.N. Prior’s life from his child-
hood to his death in 1969 can be conceived as a metaphysical journey.
From the belief in free choice as a Methodist in his childhood, he as
a teenager moved on to Calvinistic determinism and rejection of free-
will, and at the age of 40 he introduced a brand new paradigm based



on free choice, indeterminism and a tensed view of time. As argued by
Ohrstrom, all the papers in the present volume can somehow be related
to important topics and questions which Prior had to deal with on his
life-long, metaphysical journey.

Prior was not only a highly qualified philosopher and an outstand-
ing logician, but he also involved himself in a series of public debates
as a public philosopher. In his essay “The Public Prior: A.N. Prior
as (relocated 17t & 18 century) Public Intellectual 1945-1952”, Mike
Grimshaw argues that this activity can be viewed as a continuation of
his public voice as religious journalist.

There can be no doubt that Prior’s views on time, logic and modality
over the years were closely related to his religious and existential views.
In his paper “Dispelling the Freudian Specter: A.N. Prior’s Discussion of
Religion in 1943”, David Jakobsen considers Prior’s metaphysical world
view and his correspondence with Karl Popper about relevant aspects of
faith and unbelief. In their joint paper ‘On Prior’s “Logic of the Word of
God”, David Jakobsen and Hans Gotzsche consider Prior’s early paper
‘The Analogy of Faith’, seeking out productive insights which it offers
into Prior’s view on logic.

One of the things that made Prior so influential was his ability to co-
operate with others. He maintained an extensive correspondence and
was quick to realize the potential of ideas suggested by his fellow lo-
gicians and philosophers. In many cases he would develop such ideas
much further, whilst carefully acknowledging their original authors. As
argued in the paper “Early Prior on the Nature of Modality: Debates
with Fukasiewicz” by Aneta Markoska-Cubrinovska and Zuzana Ry-
batikovéa, Prior adopted the formalism and proof theory of Jan Lukasie-
wicz, although Prior disagreed with Lukasiewicz’ view on modality. In
his development of so-called hybrid Prior was able to benefit from his co-
operation with Carew Meredith, who introduced the notion of “‘world
propositions” in 1953. As pointed out in Per Hasle’s paper “The Begin-
nings of Hybrid Logic: Meredith, Prior and the Contingent Constantn”,
Meredith’s 1953 note laid the earliest (albeit rudimentary) foundation
of hybrid logic, and Prior later decisively improved this early notion of
world propositions.

Prior vigorously argued for a tensed view of time. However, he was
not the first modern philosopher to do so. Other thinkers much earlier
made similar points. As pointed out in Florian Fischer’s paper “Prior



to Prior”, Moritz Schlick made the case for indispensable A-sentences
25 years prior to Prior. Prior himself also referred to much earlier work
(1908) by McTaggart, which in spite of imperfections contains impor-
tant and fundamental observations in this respect. Such forerunners
notwithstanding, Prior was the first philosopher to develop full-fledged
logical systems based on the tensed view of time, and thus stands as
the founder not only of modern tense-logic but also of so-called hybrid
logic.

Prior found his tense-logical view of time challenged by relativistic
physics. In her paper “Arthur Prior and Special Theory of Relativity:
Two Standpoints from the Nachlass “, Julie Lundbak Kofod explores
the evolution of Prior’s views on the special theory of relativity. She
compares and contrasts the views expressed in Prior’s early reactions
with his mature views, which were most fully expressed in Past, Present
and Future (1967).

In their joint paper “Letters between Mary and Arthur Prior in 1954:
Topics on Metaphysics and Time”, David Jakobsen, Peter @hrstrom and
Martin Prior discuss correspondence between Mary and Arthur Prior
and between Arthur Prior and J.J.C. Smart from 1954 on five topics: free-
dom, abstract entities, modal logic, religion and theology and finally the
logic of time. The paper argues that the logic of time was formulated in
the context of reflections on the first four of these.

Clearly, Prior’s tensed view of time can still be analysed in a meta-
physical and also religious manner. In his paper “Time, tense, and eter-
nity”, W.L. Craig argues that if we are to understand divine eternity,
we must first settle the question of the tenseless vs. tensed theory of
time. In his other paper in the volume “Legal pardon, tensed time, and
the expiation of guilt”, Craig deals with topics at the intersection of the-
ology, philosophy of law, and philosophy of time. In particular, he ex-
plores the relation between legal pardon, tensed time, and the expiation
of guilt.

The following three papers all deal with conceptions of presentism.
In his paper “Future Bias and Presentism”, Sayid R. Bnefsi has sug-
gested an account of what some call “future bias”, according to which
there is a preference for certain tensed truths properly relativized to the
present. Furthermore, Bnefsi has demonstrated the compatibility of this
notion with presentism.

In his “Fatalism for Presentists”, David P. Hunt considers Prior’s



view that presentism offers some obvious grounds for denying divine
foreknowledge of future contingents. Hunt argues that this view is not
tenable, or in the very least not cogent. On the other hand, he finds
that the recent foreknowledge debate has shown that Prior was right in
insisting that the idea of future contingent truth can well be challenged.

In his paper “A defence of presentism against the Rietdijk-Putnam-
Penrose argument”, Atle Sevik considers the problems arising from the
theories of relativity with regard to presentism and touches upon the
block universe perspective. Sevik offers a defence of presentism against
such a line of argumentation.

Elton Marques in his paper “Eternalism, hybrid models and strong
change” argues that eternalism in the block universe conception is com-
patible with change. In fact, Marques shows that what he calls ‘strong
change’ can in principle be introduced in an eternalistic model.

The following three papers in the volume deal with problems related
to the open future and branching time. In her paper “Living in a World
of Possibilities: Real Possibility, Possible Worlds, and Branching Time”,
Antje Rumberg introduces a notion of so-called real possibility. She ar-
gues that real possibilities—as temporal alternatives for actuality—are
most adequately represented in Prior’s theory of branching time.

In their paper “Perspectival Semantics and the Open Future”, Ciro
De Florio and Aldo Frigerio offer a perspectival temporal semantics, in
which propositions are evaluated with respect to two indexes: the time
of evaluation and the time of the perspective. It turns out that this sug-
gestion is very promising in relation to the foreknowledge problem.

In his paper “History relativism as extreme assessment relativism: A
note on Prior’s Ockhamism”, Jacek Wawer introduces a doomsday ex-
tension of a branching model, and he proves that history-relative truth
in any given model is equivalent to doomsday-relative truth in the ex-
tended model. It turns out that this equivalence holds in general only if
the end of time is also, in a sense, beyond time.

In their paper, “Some Remarks on Hybrid Modal Logic with Propo-
sitional Quantifiers”, Patrick Blackburn, Torben Bratiner and Julie Lund-
bak Kofod have offered an conceptual and formal analysis of Prior’s
instant-propositions as well as other nominals in modern hybrid logic.
They have shown that the two intuitions of instants suggested by Prior,
the index view and the content view, correspond to two different inter-
pretations of propositional quantifiers.

10



In his paper “Modeling Decision in a Temporal Context: Analysis
of a Famous Example Suggested by Blaise Pascal”, Ola Hossjer offers
a study of the temporal aspects of the decision between two mutually
exclusive alternatives available for an unknown period of time. The pri-
mary example is taken from Pascal, but Hossjer’s model is in fact a gen-
eral approach to decision making in a temporal context.

In his paper “Counterfactuals and Irrelevant Semifactuals”, Lars
Gundersen offers an analysis of some basic problems regarding the se-
mantics of counterfactuals in terms of a notion of relevance. However,
Gundersen shows that when we try to handle the notion of relevance
formally, we can easily get into trouble because of some very counterin-
tuitive consequences. This calls for further research in order to come up
with a satisfactory notion of relevance.

Acknowledgements
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From A-time to B-time: Prior’s
journey there and back again

Peter Ohrstrom
Aalborg University, Denmark
poe@hum.aau.dk

Abstract

AN. Prior developed his famous tense-logical paradigm during a period
of 15 years (1954-1969). However, it turns out that this work was done
under the influence of a long struggle with scientific, philosophical and
theological problems regarding time and reality. During his childhood,
it was generally taken for granted that we can to some extent make free
choices. However, when Prior was16 years old he wrote three booklets in
which he rejected free-will and defended a kind of determinism related
to the Calvinistic doctrine of predestination. He held on to this view for
almost two decades, although he went through periods of doubt during
which he felt that his world-view was challenged. In 1954 he finally left
determinism and embraced a tense-logical account of indeterminism, pre-
sentism and change. In terms of McTaggart’s A- and B-series this means
that Prior as a teenager left the A-theoretical approach to time and reality
which had dominated his childhood, and furthermore that after several
years as a B-theorist he returned to a logically elaborated A-theory of time
and reality. Prior’s long metaphysical journey made it possible for him to
suggest a tense-logical paradigm that reaches far beyond his own models
and theories.

Keywords: A-time; B-time; determinism; free choice; Prior; Einstein; Berg-
son.
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1 Introduction

A.N. Prior (1914-69) contributed significantly to the development of the
modern philosophy of time. In fact, his focus on the importance of the
tenses has given rise to a new and powerful paradigm for the study
of time. Prior insisted on the reality of the distinction between past,
present, and future, and he demonstrated how the temporal aspects
of reality can be treated formally in terms of tense-logic. He showed
how ideas of presentism, branching time and instant propositions can
be treated in terms of formal logic. Prior developed this famous tense-
logical paradigm during a period of about 15 years (1954-69). However,
recent research into the unpublished works of A.N. Prior makes it clear
that his remarkable tense-logical approach should be understood in the
light of a much longer struggle with scientific, metaphysical and the-
ological questions concerning time and reality. Actually, this struggle
began when he was a teenager!

Prior was brought up in a Methodist home in which the importance
of free choice was emphasized. It was believed that the individual has to
make significant decisions for himself. The most crucial decision in life,
of course, would have to do with conversion and becoming a Christian
believer. In the Methodist Church, young people were strongly encour-
aged to make this crucial decision as a personal step into the Christian
belief. Prior presented his father as an Arminian, i.e., a defender of the
view going back to the Dutch theologian Jacobus Arminius (1560-1609),
according to whom man’s free-will is compatible with the doctrine of
God’s sovereignty. According to this view a person can actually decide
freely to become a Christian. In this way, a conversion should be seen
as a result of a free choice.

Much later Mary Prior noted, looking back, that Arthur never had
any experience of a conversion of that kind and probably did not find
that he needed one (in personal communication). Anthony Kenny has
made a similar point in his account of Prior’s rejection of his earlier de-
nomination:

He became dissatisfied with Methodism, finding its theol-
ogy too unsystematic, and disliking its stress on the felt ex-
perience of conversion. (Kenny, p. 322)
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2 Rejection of the reality of free-will and
becoming

As a teenager Prior became a Calvinist and rejected that there could
ever be any free decisions at all. It has recently been discovered that
Prior wrote three booklets during September and October in 1931 when
he was just 16 years old. In these booklets he rejected his earlier beliefs
in free-will and in becoming as a fundamental aspect of reality. Instead,
he defended the view that the world is fixed and determined — a view
Prior related to the Calvinistic doctrine of predestination.

With his booklets Prior apparently wanted to formulate an account
of his new world-view. At that time, he was preparing for his final exam
from Wairarapa High School in Masterton. He based his presentation
on the knowledge he had obtained from literature, religion and science.
This led him to writing the three booklets: Essays Literary, Essays Re-
ligious, and Essays Scientific. The first is in private possession in New
Zealand, whereas the latter two have been donated to the Bodleian Li-
brary in Oxford as part of the Ann Prior Collection. Prior’s Essays have
recently been edited and published in (Jakobsen et al. 2020).

In his essays Prior clearly tried to integrate religious and theologi-
cal thought with current scientific and philosophical ideas. As noted by
Jack Copeland (2020) Prior, in his Essays Literary, even wanted to name
“the greatest thinkers the world has known”. A project of this kind is
obviously difficult, but Prior stated: “I have no hesitation in placing JE-
SUS OF NAZARETH at the top of this list” (Jakobsen et al. 2020, p. 49).
This clearly indicates that in the integration he was inclined to give the-
ological and religious thinking a key role.

Prior found that in integrating religious, philosophical and scientific
he thought the questions regarding the concept of time should be seen
as very important. There are various notes and addenda attached to the
Essays, and one of them is in fact entitled “Father Time”. In this note,
dated 1.8.31, Prior wrote:

Who shall contend with Time?” wrote Henry Kirke White
in 1805, and to anyone with a pretence of education it must
be obvious that the answer he intended was “Mach, Einstein,
Jeans, Whitehead and Bergson.

(“Father Time”, Prior’s Nachlass)

15



Later in the same note Prior wrote:

In my young days, when I was green in judgement, I used
to style myself a Bergsonian, but now, philosophically speak-
ing, I prefer Einstein’s view, and try to paint on the tableau of
my mind his picture of Space-Time as a vast void wreathed
into the strange and shadowy shapes of stars and atoms and

life and humankind.
(“Father Time”, Prior’s Nachlass)

According to the young Prior there are two important views of the
temporal reality: one based on change and tense (Bergson) and one re-
ferring to a fixed structure of Space-Time (Einstein). It should be men-
tioned that the two positions correspond to McTaggart’s A- and B-series,
although Prior did not use this reference before P.T. Geach convinced
him that he should do so; see (Prior 1967, p. vi).

It is obvious that Prior when writing in 1931 still found Bergson’s
views interesting:

Even more importance is attached to Time by the great
French philosopher, Henri Louis Bergson, who holds that to
argue about the nature of Time is futile, for Time is the only
thing which exists, and Matter, Mind and Spirit are alike but
aspects of it. Time, according to Bergson, is not just a sort of
abstract background against which events take place, but is
rather the one living Reality of which we are all but parts and
aspects. For Bergson we are all like ripples and eddies on the
stream of Time, a stream of “unceasing becoming, which pre-
serves the past and creates the future.”

(“Father Time”, Prior’s Nachlass)

Here Prior quotes from H. Wildon Carr’s book on Bergson’s philoso-
phy of time (Carr 1911, p. 15). According to this view, the proper under-
standing of time depends on change and becoming. It is not just “a sort
of abstract background against which events take place”, but time is es-
sential for life and reality as such. This also means that the tenses should
be taken into account. Prior presented his discussion of Bergson’s con-
ception of time in Essays Religious, in which he made the criticism that
Bergson fails to understand the importance of the permanent basis of
everything:

16



Reason teaches us that, though changes occur, they occur ac-
cording to principles which do not change — that for all the
ever-changing appearances there must be some basis that is
permanent. But Bergson maintains that nothing is perma-
nent, and indeed that Change is one name for the funda-
mental Reality. Another name for this Reality is Duration,
or Time [...] (Jakobsen et al. 2020, p. 216)

However, it seems that Prior’s main criticism of Bergson’s philoso-
phy of time has to do with the notion of free will. Whereas Bergson in-
sisted on some degree of human freedom as crucial feature of man, Prior
simply rejected this idea as being against the fundamental assumptions
of causality and determinism:

This belief [...] has been revived in recent years by Henri
Louis Bergson, who applies the enticing term ‘creative’ to
actions performed independent of any guiding motive or
reason. What a lot of irresponsible maniacs we must be, to
be sure, if these people are right!

(Jakobsen et al. 2020, p. 216)

Prior’s earlier belief in human freedom probably has to do with his
religious upbringing in Methodism and Arminianism. In Essays Reli-
gious he strongly argued against Arminianism. In fact, he wrote the fol-
lowing dedication in the beginning of this booklet: “Dedicated to my
Father and other Arminians who will not agree with it.”

According to Prior modern Arminians may be divided into two
schools (Dhrstrem et al. 2000, p. 210):

1. Those who hold that God’s control of the Universe is imperfect,
and that Change plays a considerable part in Nature’s workings.

2. Those who hold either that God does not exist or He is perpetu-
ally changing, or even that He is Himself Perpetual Change, and
believe in what they call “creative freedom”.

Prior mentioned Bergson as a representative of School 2, and in the

booklet Prior consequently rejected the Bergsonian beliefs in free-will
and in change as a fundamental aspect of reality. However, it seems
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that his main reason for this was religious. He pointed out that “if Berg-
son and his followers are right in saying that the fundamental Reality is
Change, the unchangeableness of God is also challenged” (DJhrstrem et
al. 2000, p. 218). Prior certainly had to oppose that view.

Having rejected the Bergsonian and Arminian view of time, Prior
argued in favour of scientific determinism quoting the following claim
from Einstein:

Everything is determined, the beginning as well as the end,
by forces over which we have no control. It is determined
for the insect as well as the star. Human beings, vegetables
and cosmic dust, we all dance to a mysterious tune intoned
in the distance by an Invisible Piper.

(Dhrstrem et al. 2000, p. 200)

Furthermore, Prior pointed out that according to Einstein events “do
not happen — we simply come across them” (Ghrstrom et al. 2000,
p.240). Inhis note dated 1.8.1931 and entitled “Father Time” Prior main-
tained that Einstein was a follower of Ernst Mach, who had “reduced
the concept of Time to a kind of meaningless figment of the imagina-
tion based on the observed succession of events”.

Prior found a similar account of determinism (and maybe even some
kind of Predestination) in the works of Shelley. Prior quoted Shelley:

We live and move and think; but we are not the arbiters of
every motion of our own complicated nature; we are not the
masters of our own imagination and moods of mental being.
There is a Power by which we are surrounded, like the atmo-
sphere in which some motionless lyre is suspended, which
visits with its breath our silent chords at will.

(Dhrstrom et al. 2000, p. 137)

In this way Prior pointed out that both Shelley and Einstein — as
well as many others — have spoken convincingly in favour of a deter-
minism fully consistent with Calvinistic predestination. Such accounts
leave no room for human freedom. Furthermore, this view means that
time should be conceived as something fixed. It means that time is in
fact an “abstract background against which events take place” (to use
the expression Bergson strongly opposed). On this Einsteinian view

18



the “passage of time” is not something real, but “just one of our many
delusive sense-impressions” and the distinction between past and fu-
ture is a mere “convention based on light-signals.” (Jhrstrom et al.
2000, p. 241).

In his essays from 1931 Prior argued in favour of such an Einsteinian
view of time and reality. In his opinion Einsteinian determinism and
Calvinistic predestination should be understood as two approaches to
the same world-view according which time is an eternal structure that
leaves no room neither for free choice nor for becoming and change. It
is evident from his letters to Ursula Bethell (Grimshaw 2018), that he
remained dedicated to Calvinistic predestination and determinism dur-
ing the 1930s. Apparently, he even kept supporting this view most of
the time during the 1940s. However, his world-view was challenged
several times during the 1940’s. As Mary Prior remembered there was
something about his view that did not please him:

[...] it is true that Arthur was preoccupied by the problem
of free will. At first he saw it in a semi-theological context. I
have never felt quite sure how seriously Arthur really took
the Calvinism which intellectually attracted him. It was rig-
orous and logical, unlike the Methodism of his childhood.
But its God lacked humanity. I think sometimes he enter-
tained Calvinism in its various forms rather than quite be-
lieving it. He was very aware of the dilemmas it posed. Per-
haps his failure to resolve them was a reason why despite so
much preparation the book on Scottish Theology never came
to anything. In his later work I think he was prepared to go
where logic led him, but the idea of the future as open to
choice, where the past and present were not, may also have
had deeper emotional attractions. But here I speculate.
(Mary Prior, 1997; quoted form (Prior 2003, pp. 301-302))

3 Return to a belief in the reality of tenses and
free choice
Prior’s metaphysical journey eventually resulted in the precise formu-

lation of his tense-logical views presented for the very first time at the
Second Philosophical Congress, held at Victoria University Wellington,
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New Zealand, on the 27th August, 1954. It is not clear what made him
change his mind. However, his interest in ethics and deontic logic might
have made him rethink his view on free choice and reality, see (Jakob-
sen et al.; in this volume).

Prior was not the first to formulate a logic of time. As mentioned
in (Dhrstrem and Hasle 2019) an account of a logic of time had ear-
lier suggested by Jerzy Los, which was in fact recognized by Prior him-
self. Even the emphasis on the importance of tenses had been defended
by Moritz Schlick two decades before Prior’s findings; see (Fischer; in
this volume). However, as pointed out by Fischer Prior’s and Schlick’s
contexts differed a lot. Prior saw his tense-logic as a re-discovery of
medieval logic, and his approach was very systematical and general.
Furthermore, his ideas were presented in terms of a very powerful for-
malism. This still makes it reasonable to present Prior as the father of
modern tense-logic.

There can be no doubt that Prior in first presentation found a lot of
inspiration from modal logic and his studies of Polish Logic; see
(Markoska-Cubrinovska; Rybafikovd; this volume). In his further de-
velopment of tense-logic he was clearly able to benefit from the close
co-operation with a number of fellow logicians, such as Carew Mered-
ith; see (Hasle; this volume).

Prior formulated his new tense-logical position in an undated paper,
“Some Free Thinking about Time”, which he never published:

So far, then, as I have anything that you could call a philo-
sophical creed, its first article is this: I believe in the reality
of the distinction between past, present, and future. I be-
lieve that what we see as a progress of events is a progress
of events, a coming to pass of one thing after another, and
not just a timeless tapestry with everything stuck there for
good and all [...]

This belief, or prejudice of mine, is bound up with a belief
in real freedom. One of the big differences between the past
and the future is that once something has become past, it is,
as it were, out of our reach — once a thing has happened,
nothing we can do can make it not to have happened. But
the future is to some extent, even though it is only to a very
small extent, something we can make for ourselves. And this
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is a distinction which a tensless logic is unable to express.
(“Some Free Thinking about Time”, Prior’s Nachlass)

Prior’s long metaphysical journey took him from seeing time and
reality in the light of Bergsonian Arminianism to understanding it in
terms of a world-view based on Einsteinian determinism and Space-
Time Theory. Finally, his journey took him back again to the A-camp.
Like Bilbo in Tolkien’s Hobbit (1937), Prior returns from his journey
there and back again as a changed person. Like Bilbo, Prior comes back
with a much wider outlook. He returned to the A-theoretical camp with
arevised world-view mainly established through formal logic, which he
learned to use on his way as a great tool for anyone who wants to under-
stand reality better. Clearly, his approach to time and reality obtained
on the long journey is consistent with essential parts of Bergson’s philos-
ophy of time. However, Prior did not return to his earlier Bergsonian
position, but to a rather different view. The difference is mainly that
whereas Bergson’s own philosophy remained rather informal and ten-
tative, Prior formulated his philosophy of time in terms of formal logic.
With his tense-logic Prior was able to offer a formal account the basic
flux and flow of things which Bergson referred to in his philosophy of
time. In his printed papers and books Prior did not refer to Bergson,
since wanted to support an A-theoretical approach very different from
Bergson’s. In an unpublished note Prior wrote:

Perhaps you could call my logic a mixture of Frege and Kota-
kowski. —I want to join the formal rigorism of the one with
the vitalism of the other. Perhaps you regard this as a bas-
tard mixture — a mésalliance. — I think it is a higher syn-
thesis. And I think it important that people who care for
rigorism and formalism should not leave the basic flux and
flow of things in the hands of existentialists and Bergsoni-
ans and others who love darkness rather than light, but we
should enter this realm of life and time, not to destroy it, but
to master it with our techniques.

(“A wants me to relativize my tenses to dates”, Unpub-
lished note, Prior’s Nachlass)

Prior ended up rejecting Calvinism as his personal view. In partic-
ular, he rejected Calvinistic Predestination and determinism. On the
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other hand, it is obvious that he was able to benefit from religious stud-
ies even after he had left active Church life; see (Jakobsen; Jakobsen and
Gotzsche; in this volume).

The way Prior handled what he conceived as Einstein’s determinism
was rather complicated. His paper, “Some Free Thinking about Time”,
contains some critical remarks on the view of time that follows from
Einstein’s theory of relativity. This criticism is apparently rather early
and unfinished. This may have been Prior’s reason for choosing not to
publish the paper. On the other hand, he knew that he had to discuss the
relations between tense-logic and relativity, and in his most important
book, Past, Present and Future (1967, p. 203-205), there is a much more
mature account of the relativity in terms of tense-logic. It should be
added that the topic of relativistic physics seen in the light of time and
tense is still being discussed; see (Sevik; Kofod; in this volume).

Prior’s metaphysical journey shows that the tense-logic he suggested
is not just a nice and practical formalism. Prior showed that tense-logic
provides a rather strong argument demonstrating that it is possible to
defend a view of time and reality based on indeterminism in a formal
and precise manner. In fact, it is even possible to model free-choice and
decision-making within a general temporal framework; see e.g. (H0ss-
jer; in this volume). Obviously, according to such a model our present
beliefs and expectation regarding the future are seen as very different
from our present relations to past experiences. When he became an in-
determinist, Prior insisted that this asymmetry between the past and
the future is essential for a proper understanding of reality. Clearly,
this means seeing tenses as something real. This approach turns out to
be extremely relevant within the modern philosophy of time in general.
Even in modern analytic theology it is possible to benefit from the tense-
logical approach to time and reality; see e.g. (Craig; in this volume).

The tense-logical approach also makes it evident that there are sev-
eral ways to carry out a project of this kind. The very precise tense-
logical formalism suggested by Prior makes it possible to specify a vari-
ety of different models of the temporal world. For this reason, it would
be fair to say that the tense-logical approach is a paradigm of investi-
gation rather than just a single theory; see for instance (Hunt; Marques;
Bnefsi; Florio & Frigerio; Wawer, Rumberg, Gundersen; in this volume).
Actually, Prior himself presented four “grades of tense-logical involve-
ment” (Prior 2003, p. 117 ff). Personally, he preferred the fourth grade.
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However, he was very much aware of the fact that fellow logicians might
see some of the other possibilities within branching time semantics as
more attractive. In Prior’s opinion, the choice between the various pos-
sibilities has to be made on the basis of what he called ‘the choice of the
soul’. In his own words:

In doing metaphysics there is still no substitute for ‘the choice
of the soul’; or, if you like, prejudice. (Prior 2003, p. 284)
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Abstract

This essay considers an eight-year period when Prior was involved in a se-
ries of public debates as a public philosopher. I argue this can be viewed
as a continuation of his public voice as religious journalist. What is in-
teresting is Prior’s choice of the medium of public periodicals to express
and develop the transition in his thought to the wider, educated general
public of New Zealand. This was carried out in three main journals, all
published in New Zealand: the Student Christian Movement’s Student;
Landfall, a quarterly of literature, the arts and culture; and the New Zealand
Listener, the weekly magazine modelled on the British title of the same
name. As Mary Prior notes, in post-war New Zealand not only was ‘ev-
eryone catching up on lost years’, but also the limited resources of tertiary
education at the time meant Prior ‘lived isolated from other philosophers,
save by letter’(Hasle et al. 1997/2003, p. 294, 295).

Keywords: Public intellectual, religious education, ethics, Karl Popper,
C.S. Lewis, moral philosophy.

1 Introduction

Arthur Prior was a man of varied interests, and, it could be said, varied
careers. As is well documented, Prior originally attended the University
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of Otago in Dunedin as a medical student but soon changed his stud-
ies to Philosophy and Psychology (gaining a BA). In 1935 he enrolled
as a Theological student, training for the ministry of the Presbyterian
Church. The common tale is that Professor J.N. Findlay’s influence lured
Prior from theology and training for the ministry to the world of Philos-
ophy. Yet the reality is not so clear. As has been noted (Grimshaw 2002;
Grimshaw 2018), Prior’s transition was not so smooth — nor as influ-
enced by Findlay as he and others would later claim. The influence of
J.M. Bates, the Presbyterian clergyman, theologian and in the 1930’s, co-
founder of The New Zealand Journal of Theology (1931-35) for whom Prior
wrote was, it can be argued, just as formative. Bates not only provided
(with the Calvin scholar and clergyman) J.M. Steele an outlet for local
theological thinking, he was also the acting head of Philosophy at Otago
University in 1933 and so provided a model for Prior that straddled both
theology and philosophy. Likewise, Prior did not just abandon theolog-
ical study and immerse himself into philosophy; nor does it seem that it
was a matter of disbelieving in theology and now believing in philoso-
phy (Hasle 1997b). Until the early years of World War II, Prior strongly
considered a career as a religious journalist writing widely on theology
and contemporary Christianity, especially when travelling and living
on the Continent and in England with his first wife Clare (Grimshaw
2018).

When in 1946 Prior did take up a position teaching philosophy at
Canterbury University College, Christchurch, he continued to write on
religious issues. In fact, it could be argued that the decisive turns were
the loss of books and notes in two house fires — the second in 1949 dam-
aging a manuscript (or rather notes) on a history of Scottish theology'
and destroying further material — and the publication in that same year
of his first text Logic and the Basis of Ethics (1949a) (Hasle etal. 1997/2003,
p. 295).

The circumstances of Prior’s move from theological study into firstly
religious journalism and then philosophy, has tended to be read as if
embodying a modernist sense of inevitability and scientific enlighten-
ment. Yet there exists a document that challenges this history of either
a smooth transition or a sudden turn to philosophy via what is set out

IThe first section of the ‘ms’ comprised notes that were used in Prior’s “Adam Gib
and the Philosophers”, Australasian Journal of Psychology and Philosophy, vol. 26 (1948b),
pp- 73-93.
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the 1942 ‘crisis of faith’ diary entry (Jakobsen 2016). In August 1936
Prior wrote to the Convenor of the Theological Hall committee asking
for his name to be “definitely’ crossed off the list of Theological Hall stu-
dents. What makes this letter important for revising common histories
of Prior is the statement: “The course of my personal life has brought me
to a crisis in the past few months.” This is his meeting and falling in love
with the journalist Clare Hunter (around June 1936); by the end of the
second term of 1936 he had moved out of Knox College, where he had
lived since 1932, and married Clare on 27 August 1936 (two weeks after
sending his letter to the Hall Convenor) (Grimshaw 2018, pp. 19-20, 23,
93). As a result Prior has:

[...] come to doubt very seriously my vocation to the min-
istry. Neither my desire to serve the Church nor my interest
in theology has dimmed this year, but I have become more
and more convinced that I am not cut out for the work and
the life of the reqular ministry.  (Prior 1936 [italics added])

Theology students had to gain the approval of the Theological Hall
Committee to marry, and there was little chance that the politically and
socially radical Clare Hunter would have been considered a suitable
minister’s wife — nor that she would wish to take on such a role.

However, we also need to understand this letter to the Hall Con-
venor in the light of the letter Prior wrote to the poet Ursula Bethell
concerning his marriage and future plans. In late July 1936, Prior not
only informs Bethell that he and Clare “are going to get quietly mar-
ried” by the end of the year but that they aim to “depart for England to
earn our living as best we may by free-lance writing of various kinds.”
While the outcomes of this are increasingly well-known to Prior schol-
ars, it is the following statement that helps us understand his transition:
“[...] instead of my theologizing from pulpit or lecture-hall, I shall do
it, like Coleridge, on paper and in conversation”; and he adds a foot-
note comment “I have hopes of ending up eventually as the editor of a
religious periodical” (Grimshaw 2018, p. 93).

The reply from the Convenor is sympathetic, noting the Commit-
tee’s acceptance ‘with regret” While this is a stock phrase and can be
excused as niceties, the Rev. David Herron’s further comments also sig-
nal a wider understanding that Prior’s move from study for the ministry
was not a move from the wider work of the church and theology:
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However, if you feel that this is not the life work to which you
have been called you are wise to withdraw at this stage. No
man could be more unhappy than one in the ministry who
felt it was not his vocation. I trust that you will find your
right niche and that you will be able, without actually being in
the ministry, to make a valuable contribution to the work of
Christ and His Church. (Herron 1936 [italics added])

These two letters? are important not only for revising the current
view of Prior’s transition from Religion to Philosophy, but they also
help us understand why he seemed to undergo what, in Jack Copeland’s
phrase, is his ‘bohemian wanderings’ in Europe (Copeland 1996, 2020).
Both Prior and Herron (and by implication the Theological Hall Com-
mittee) seem aware of the fact that Prior, whilst removing himself from
clerical activity, will continue to act within a type of Christian world
and activity. Prior continued to be an active member of the Student
Christian Movement, writing regularly for its publication the Student;
he also attended St Andrew’s Presbyterian Church in Dunedin after
his withdrawal from the Theological Hall. Therefore, the change from
Theology to Philosophy is not one of doubts of faith and intellectual
questioning (the most common reasons to withdraw) but rather one oc-
casioned by personal circumstances. It could be argued that a statement
in 1936 has little relevance for what Prior began to undertake in public
life almost a decade later; furthermore, during these years he divorced,
remarried, gave up his pacifism, joined the air force and served overseas,
went through a period of atheism and returned to Christianity, and then
transitioned into the university. Yet throughout this time, the one con-
stant in Prior’s life was his writing, for publication, on theological and
religious matters. Prior may have read a great deal of philosophy, but
until he began teaching at Canterbury he wrote a great deal on theol-
ogy. We also need to remember that the Minister in the Presbyterian
church is also ‘a teaching elder’; the sermon, not a mass or eucharist is
the centre of the Sunday worship. Prior’s “right niche [...] without actu-
ally being in the ministry” would appear to have been as type of public
intellectual teaching elder “theologizing [...] on paper and in conversa-

2My thanks to Jane Bloore of PCANZ archives, Knox College, Dunedin for finding
these letters when I contacted the archives for information on Prior’s writings in church
journals.
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tion.” As a further example of what is being claimed here, it has also
just recently come to light that for some time from the late 1940s to the
early 1950s Prior was also writing a column in the New Zealand Presby-
terian weekly the Outlook under the pseudonym ‘Napthali’ (one of the
Tribes of Israel). This is described as “a column of answers to questions
on theological or ecclesiastical matters which were purported to have
been sent in by readers” (McEldowney 1966, p. 38).3 So here is Prior,
undertaking another type of public intellectual sermonizing, using the
Outlook as one of his pulpits.

This preamble is important for contextualizing Prior’s later burst
as a public intellectual, not only because much of the content revolves
around religious issues, but also because his involvement, in this period,
arises from a time when he is teaching philosophy at Canterbury Univer-
sity College. Prior’s public face is exercised in what, it can be argued, is
a last attempt at a form of public, non-ordained ministry, that both pre-
dates and follows his period of atheism as expressed in his diary entry
of 1942 (Jakobsen 2016).

This attitude of being a public intellectual who is also a public theolo-
gian can be discerned in an article Prior wrote for the Outlook, in 1941,
having returned to New Zealand in November 1940. Entitled “Some
Mail Gone Missing” (Prior 1941) Prior addresses the issue of how the
Church could implement a social voice by ensuring the “ecclesiastical
machinery” of the Church could get the effects of decisions made “down
to our congregations and parishes, to the people it really concerns, and
getting it pressed on this man and that?” (Prior 1941, p. 10). Taking
as his example a letter written to the London Times by various church
leaders in England, “solemnly renouncing, in the name of the Christian
Church, the evil of racial discrimination and the colour bar”#, Prior asks
if such a process is really the most successful or appropriate? (Prior
1941, p. 10). Does it, he asks, change the attitudes of those in London
“refusing to have Negro air wardens” or Christchurch (New Zealand)
landladies knitting for missions “but refusing to let Chinese visit their
tenants” or those soldiers on the streets in Wellington “shouting insults

Yz

3For a discussion of this column; see Grimshaw, “Prior as ‘Napthali’” (forthcoming).

4n February 1939, in a letter to Bethell, Prior had expressed his distaste (“it’s hard
to stomach to say the least”) of expressions of “this abominable race prejudice” he and
Clare noted while in Britain (Grimshaw 2018, pp. 202-203).
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at a white woman for being seen there with her Chinese husband,’
and to legislators responsible for immigration regulations?” (Prior 1941,
p. 10). The problem is what could be termed a lapse in logic, in that the
letter’s signatories intended the public letter to be also a personal one
to each of these individuals “just as if it had his name and address on
it” but “the letter hasn’t been delivered to him (at all events, its deliv-
ery is improbable)” (Prior 1941, p. 10). Prior’s solution, arising out of
his interest in the Scottish reformers, is to firstly consider how things
might have proceeded in 17%h century Scotland. Here Church ratifica-
tion would have been swift; letters would have been sent to all presby-
teries with calls for a public fast “for the sin of racial discrimination” and,
importantly “the unchristian character of such discrimination being ex-
plained, and difficulties answered, in a paper giving the ‘Reasons for
a Fast’” (Prior 1941, p. 10). This would have been followed by Church
disciplinary action (warnings, and if necessary, excommunication) and
Parliament being “pestered” by the Church to take appropriate action,
this all only taking “at most a month or two to swing into action through-
out Scotland” (Prior 1941, p. 10).

Prior notes that the basis of such a public move and system “was dis-
cipline, ultimately excommunication” but this is neither possible nor the
best way to proceed today. To implement a modern version Prior sug-
gests clerical action, pastorally, in preaching “about it with the utmost
concreteness” and partaking in “public agitation” (Prior 1941, p. 10).
Prior’s letter can be understood as an act of both of these forms of ac-
tion; not only giving concrete examples of the issue but also, by writing
to the Outlook, seeking to arouse “public agitation’.

It is the second part of Prior’s article that is important for what fol-
lows, because Prior also calls for prophetic action not just to commu-
nicant members of the church but to those outside the church “just as
discipline formerly was not only applied to convinced Christians but to
everyone in Scotland by the law of the land” (Prior 1941, p. 11). The
problem Prior discerns is that the Church has not only lost its prophetic
approach but that it now only preaches to and otherwise approaches
“only the ‘converted’” (Prior 1941, p. 11). This means that “One of the
main reasons why the Church fails to influence the world today is that it
has given up the attempt before it has even begun, and assumes to start

5Arthur and Clare were living in Wellington at this time, and the specific nature of
the incident would seem to be one that they had witnessed.
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off with that the world consists of people who ‘won’t understand.” Our
forebears knew better” (Prior 1941, p. 11).

This, I argue, is the reasoning behind Prior’s venturing into being a
Public Philosopher/Public Intellectual. He wishes (driven by his study
of Scottish theology that begin in the late 1930s and continued until
1949) to attain some sort of a prophetic voice and talk to those whom,
it may have been decided “won’t understand”. In Prior’s understand-
ing, the Public Intellectual does adopt, in the tradition of the Scottish
Reformers, “their bold prophetic approach to all sorts and conditions
of men, and to all of these men individually” (Prior 1941, p. 11); and
this involves their discussion in the public realm of matters that, on the
face of it, may have only a sectarian interest, as an attempt to influence
“the world today”. This is why Prior, in the debates that follow, writes
for non-church/non-sectarian journals. His aim is to address and en-
gage in debate those whom it could be assumed (wrongly, Prior would
say) ‘won’t understand.” So, for the public intellectual to ‘convince the
world today” they must undertake their ‘sermonizing from the pulpit’
in the pages of the journals that the society — both churched and non-
churched — might read.

2 Public Debate One: Religious Education 1945

While Prior had previously undertaken involvement in public debate in
church and religious journals under his own name here in New Zealand
and in Britain, and also written under nom de plurnes,6 Prior’s first ven-
ture into public debate in a wider public journal under his own name
occurred in 1945 in the pages of the New Zealand Listener over the issue
of teaching religion in schools. Writing a letter from Military Camp and
harking back to his 1941 call for the prophetic, communal call of Chris-
tianity (and back to 17" century Scotland) Prior states the teaching of
religion [that is, “what Christianity is and has done”, taught in an objec-
tive fashion’] in schools “is part of the State’s duty”; this duty balanced

®Prior wrote letters to the editor while a student under various nom de plumes in-
cluding ‘Independent Labour’ and ‘John Everdean’ [with Clare Prior]; he also wrote
some articles and letters under ‘Richard Bramley’. For discussion of his writings un-
der ‘John Everdean’ and ‘Richard Bramley’; see Grimshaw (forthcoming).

"Here Prior is quoting “A.M.R.” who wrote the original letter. “A.M.R” is most
likely the pacifist and theologian Rev. Alun Morgan Richards (1907-2000). Prior knew
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by the Church’s “duty to teach people to be less ‘touchy” about what
teachers say” (Prior 1945a). His concern is to separate religious prac-
tice/observance from the duty to teach an understanding of Christianity
and its history.

Prior continues to discuss this issue in greater depth in an article for
the Presbyterian Church journal the Outlook published the same month
(Prior 1945b). This in itself is interesting because here Prior is clearly
arguing the matter to both the church and the unchurched at the same
time. That is, to the unchurched to understand why the matter is im-
portant, while to the churched the argument is that religion in schools
is not and cannot be what many within the church would wish.

Prior locates the debate and agitation for religious instruction in
schools as part of an awareness by the Churches that sectarianism is
an “evil” indicative of not only a “wrong relationship between different
churches” but also “a wrong relationship between the church and the
community. It has turned the Church into a clique for the religiously
inclined, instead of an institution serving the whole People.” Sectarian-
ism is named as “a national evil” whereby the Church needs the help of
the world and the State “to make her the kind of Church she ought to
be” (Prior 1945b, p. 9). Prior denounces the sectarianism of Religious
Education which is “thought of by both its advocates and its enemies as
essentially an instrument for turning a godless nation into a godly one”
(Prior 1945b, p. 9), and he also singles out for criticism The Campaign
for Christian Order with its “smug slogans and slick antitheses as ‘Man
is beaten — God is waiting’”.® Instead, the church needs to be more posi-
tive regarding the Education Act’s guaranteeing of “free, compulsory
and secular” education, this being, paradoxically “the nearest equiv-
alent in our national constitution to a religious establishment” (Prior
1945b, p. 9) because there is no national church in New Zealand. This
guarantee within the Education Act is, he argues, New Zealand’s “Na-
tional Covenant” and both Churches and teachers have a duty to honour
it even if the religion established tends to be “our false national religion
of Sectarianism.” (Prior 1945b, p. 9) The Church needs to remember
that the Act was formulated because of the “evil” in the Churches —

Richards from the 1930s and had engaged in debate and correspondence with him in
both the Student and Tomorrow in the 1930s,

8The Campaign for Christian Order was a project of the National Council of
Churches, established in 1941, as a response to the context of the war.
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and which is still in them. Rather the Churches need to remember “fear
and touchiness” (Prior 1945b, p. 9) are signs of sectarianism and apply
as much to the Church’s attitudes to atheism and agnosticism as to other
churches and their activities. That the Education Act serves to prevent
sectarianism is something the Church should be thankful for, as the re-
sult is the possible growth “of a genuine Church of New Zealand” (Prior
1945b, p. 10). As such the Act should serve to help reform religion in
New Zealand in the manner of “the old Confessions of the Reformation”
(Prior 1945b, p. 10), away from sectarianism, by importantly ensuring
that Government servants are not subjected to any religious test.

Prior’s second point expands his central argument of his Listener let-
ter:

It is no part of the State’s function to turn a non-Christian
population, or a non-Christian part of the population, into a
Christian one; but it is part of the State’s function, and a part
in which teachers have a special interest, to turn ignorant
Christians and non-Christians into well-informed ones.
(Prior 1945b, p. 10)

Prior’s proposal is not that the Churches offer to finance, select and
train teachers to teach religious studies, (for that will only continue sec-
tarianism) but rather that they need to support:

[...] the incorporation of religious studies into the ordinary
school syllabus on exactly the same footing as all other sub-
jects [...] a syllabus so framed that a teacher of any religious
opinions can use it without being insincere.

(Prior 1945b, p. 10)

Neither Church nor State would have any need or cause to worry,
for such an approach, in creating well-informed citizens, should be wel-
comed by both sides. This would mean that the underlying sectarian
emphasis of education could and should be attacked by the Church.
That it has not, Prior claims, is because the Church seems to prefer its
internal sectarianism. As he concludes:

To sum up: to ask the State to evangelise, is to violate the
faith of both the Church and our nation; but we may ask it to
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remedy our weakness more than it has yet done, by adding
to the gift of freedom the gift of knowledge; but we cannot
even ask for this let alone obtain it, unless we really want it.
(Prior 1945b, p. 30)

Having added what could be termed a “sectarian dissent” in the Pres-
byterian journal, Prior returns to the more public debate within the
letters page of the Listener, again emphasizing a central logical point
that “[...] teaching about religion is not open to the same objection as
teaching of religion [...]” (Prior 1945¢, p. 5) and offering the solution
of students learning “different possible interpretations, including anti-
supernatural ones” so when they are able they can make up their own
minds. The concern is to ensure the State does not impose a particular
decision on either teachers or pupils. Prior’s stated model is London
University’s Certificate of Religious Knowledge.

Prior’s first debate echoes his ‘Church and State” article (Prior 1941).
The prophetic nature of the Church must be addressed to all the com-
munity, but not in a sectarian manner. The State too must not act in a
sectarian manner by promoting sectarian division. Yet as all the debates
on religious education in schools have done in New Zealand, it failed to
initiate a change. There is to this day no teaching about religion in New
Zealand state schools. This failure means sectarian views regarding reli-
gion and different forms/expressions of it are rife — as is a widespread
lack of religious understanding or knowledge. In this case the prophet
of religious education was (as always) without honour in his own land.

3 Public Debate Two: Writing in Landfall 1947-48

The launch of the quarterly Landfall in March 1947 provided another out-
let for Prior to act as public intellectual. Created, financed and edited
by the poet and patron Charles Brasch (1909-1973), Landfall was mod-
elled on British arts and cultural journals. While in England, Prior had
written reviews for T.S. Eliot’s The Criterion. Knowing this,? Brasch asks
Prior to review C.S. Lewis” The Abolition of Man (1943) in the inaugural

Brasch met Prior though Ursula Bethell and the painters Toss Wollaston and Rod-
ney Kennedy, while Prior’s brother Ian, an eminent epidemiologist, married Brasch’s
cousin Elespie, in 1946.
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issue of Landfall. Prior’s review is, in retrospect, understandably and im-
plicitly underscored by the work he was doing that became his first text,
Logic and The Basis of Ethics (Prior1949a). His review is not so much con-
cerned with Lewis’ book as with discussing the nature of ethics itself.

Lewis’ book arose out of the Riddell Memorial lectures delivered at
the University of Durham in 1943 (Lewis 1943). Lewis takes as his cen-
tral focus two texts for students: King and Ketley’s The Control of Lan-
quage (1940) [referred to as ‘the green book’ by ‘Gaius and Titus’] and
Biaggini’s The Reading and Writing of English (1936) [the book by ‘Or-
bilius']* and their discussions as to what constitutes the reality of and
behind ‘emotive’ speech. Prior notes the importance of Lewis’ lectures
in that:

They constitute the most vigorous attack yet made on the
widely prevalent notion that moral judgements are a form
of ‘emotive” speech, which conveys no information about
the real world but merely gives vent to the feelings of the
speaker. (Prior 1947a, p. 63)

What is fascinating about Prior’s review is not what he says in it
about Lewis, but rather what he says in it about other philosophers.
Prior dismisses those who Lewis attacks as the “follies” of “the philo-
sophical underworld’”;!! but while inclining to “regard Mr Lewis’s ‘ob-
jectivist” account of ethical statements as the true one”, he also believes
Lewis scores somewhat of a “hollow victory” and is “curiously close to
his victims in his readiness to assume that a reaction is somehow dis-
credited by being labelled ‘emotional’” (Prior 1947a, p. 65). For Prior,
it is not whether a reaction is or could be labelled ‘emotional” or other-
wise that is important for the ethicist; that is, the degree of reaction is
not, logically, suggestive of an ethical position or value. Prior suggests
the focus should not be on the reaction, but rather on the basis for mak-
ing the decision. That is, Prior argues that disinterestedness should “be
made the defining characteristic of ethical sentiments” (Prior 1947a, p. 66)
and states “the most important contemporary elaboration of this sugges-

19See Walter Hooper, C.S. Lewis. A Companion & Guide (Harper San Francisco, 1996).

HThose so dismissed are I.A. Richards (Principles of Literary Criticism, 1924); C.H.
Waddington (Science and Ethics, (ed.), 1942). For Lewis’ dismissal of them see Lewis,
The Abolition of Man pp. 50-51.
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tion” is that recently made by his mentor ].N. Findlay, writing in Mind.'?
This, he claims is supported in a more populist sense by Bertrand Rus-
sell in Religion and Science translating “[...] the ‘pseudo-statement” “This
is good in itself” as “Would that everybody desired this!"” (Prior 1947a,
p. 67).

Prior’s review is a guarded support for Lewis, who he feels is too
keen to quickly offer the solution of “a rational recognition of and sub-
mission to an objective moral standard”. Rather, one should always
heed Hume’s claim that reason “is and ought only to be, the slave of
the passions” (Prior 1947a, p. 67).13 This review’s importance is that
here Prior foreshadows the arguments later developed in Logic and The
Basis of Ethics.'* This is supported in Priotr’s review for the next edi-
tion of Landfall, where he critiques Popper’s The Open Society and its En-
emies (Prior 1947c), noting the similarities of Popper’s critique of facts
and norms in ethical statements to those made by Lewis (Prior 1947c,
pp- 137, 138).1°

It is interesting and important to note that Prior wrote two quite dif-
ferent reviews of Popper’s text.!® The first was for the New Zealand
SCM journal The Student in March 1947, with the longer Landfall piece
published three months later. The review for The Student is far more
positive in that Prior discusses the importance of Popper’s argument as
a corrective to and for the Church. The ‘Christian’ reading of Popper is
one that uses Popper’s critique of historicism to support Prior’s claim
of the Christian’s need to discern a difference between “a true and false
historicism” just as Popper, Prior claims, “is more concerned to distin-
guish between ‘good” and ‘bad’ forms of Christianity than to decide for
or against Christianity as such [...]” (Prior 1947b, p. 12). Prior then asks

12Prior refers to J.N. Findlay, “Morality by Convention”, Mind, April 1944. As Prior
states of Findlay in the forward to Logic and The Basis of Ethics: “I owe to his teaching,
directly or indirectly, almost all that I know of either Logic or Ethics.” (p. xi.) Prior
discusses Findlay’s article in more depth in chapter viii of this text.

13Tn Logic, Prior notes the central importance of Hume to such a discussion (p. x) and
in detail (chapter viii).

14While this is conjecture it seems to fit the timing noted by Mary Prior in her inter-
view. See (Hasle1997/2003, p. 295).

15Prior makes no mention of this in his earlier review for the Student.

161t is clear that Prior’s reviews of Popper were written alongside Prior’s “Eighteenth
century writers on twentieth century subjects”, The Australasian Journal of Psychology and
Philosophy, vol. 24: 3 (1946), pp. 168-182. A number of the points raised in his reviews
of Popper also occur in this article.
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if Popper, the anti-historicist is himself a historicist, with a history of “at
least two acts, one before the “fall” and one afterit [...]” and “atleast one
law of historical development, namely that the tribal “paradise’- which,
however, was in any case only a fool’s one — can never be regained”
(Prior 1947b, p. 12). All of which results, Prior claims, in “room for a
Christian critique” of Popper’s historicism (Prior 1947b, p. 12).

Having suggested Popper is not as scientific as he may seem, Prior
then suggests that Popper’s critique of ‘utopian’ social engineering
should be applied to the current debates on Church Union. Prior’s con-
cern is that too much of the discussion is concerned with ‘blueprints for
an ideal united church” and too little on the practicalities of common the-
ological training, inter-denominational participation in ordination and
common parish magazines. Echoing his earlier calls on the role of the
church in contemporary society, Prior, locating himself still within the
church, claims “in the church as in society at large, our task is not to
build the New Jerusalem, but to make what we can of the Jerusalem that
know is” (Prior 1947b, pp. 12, 14). To enable this, the church should
also learn from Popper’s picture of science’s “fellowship in criticism”
(Prior 1947b, p. 14). For Prior identifies in Popper “not only the confes-
sion of a creed, but many suggestions for a scientific approach to social
institutions which may be as usefully applied to religious institutions
as to any others” (Prior 1947b, p. 12). Here Prior believes that debates
about Church Union tend to be ‘Utopian” when they should be “piece-
meal’; that is, not seeking to replace “our present society as a whole by
one after an ideal pattern”, rather aiming at “remedying particular evils
one by one.” (Prior 1947b, p. 12) For Prior agrees with Popper in stat-
ing “Only the piecemeal approach can be regarded as scientific” (Prior
1947b, p. 12).

Prior then applies a form of this noted Popperian “fellowship in
criticism” in his far more stringent critique of Popper in Landfall (Prior
1947c). Inan echo of Prior’s own engagement as a public intellectual and
indeed his “pulpit” of ‘theologizing on paper and in conversation’, Pop-
per is described as indulging in “weighty and timely [...] sermons on
the duties of social scientists, politicians and citizens” for dealing with
what is reduced by Prior to be “Perhaps the history of historicism” (Prior
1947c¢, p. 137); yet these which are unfortunately “buried in other mate-
rial of more questionable worth, and so often disguised as digressions,
some of the best of them even being relegated to footnotes” (Prior 1947c,
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p. 137). Prior proceeds to discuss how two central points of Popper are,
in one case “identical with that made by Mr C.S. Lewis in the second of
his lectures on The Abolition of Man” (Prior 1947c, p. 137), and that both
points develop positions first put forward in British ethical thought by
the 18 century philosopher Francis Hutcheson (1694-1746). The first
is a “dualism of facts and norms”, in “that we cannot justify any deci-
sion by an appeal to the facts to which it ‘pertains’” (Prior 1947c, p138).
That is, the adoption of a norm is a fact, but the norm adopted is not.
As stated, Prior notes that Lewis makes a similar claim in The Abolition
of Man, but Prior observes that Popper adds the analysis that those at-
tempting to do otherwise are “attempting to recover a ‘tribal” mentality
in which there is only ever one conceivable response to a given set of cir-
cumstances is even conceivable” (Prior 1947c, p. 138). Prior then notes
a further dualism by Popper when he states that although arguments
cannot determine a fundamental moral decision, it is most helpful to
carefully analyse the consequences of the alternatives from which we
have to choose. These decisions may be characterised as rational or ir-
rational. Here Prior notes the similarity to Hutcheson’s distinction be-
tween the irrationality of passionate states and the reason of calm de-
sire, but both, Prior notes, recognise that in the end the decision must
be made by something other than final appeal to reason — in Popper’s
case, our conscience (Prior 1947c, p. 138). Prior states that Popper’s
following of Hutcheson extends to them both being “unclear and am-
biguous” (Prior 1947c, p. 138) as to the independent reality of norms
and standards. Popper’s “incoherence” is positioned as “an indiscreet
zeal to repudiate any ethical position which could possibly be traced to
a Platonic origin’” (Prior 1947c, p. 140)."7

Hutcheson’s second anticipation of Popper occurs, Prior claims, in
Popper’s discussion as to “what actions are morally obligatory” (Prior
1947, p. 141). Popper’s location of pain and suffering as the basis of
moral urgency is a position Hutcheson promoted and was taken up by
Adam Smith in his Theory of Moral Sentiments. Prior states this is im-
portant to remember as Smith’s “more eager economic disciples” have
overlooked this and it is their legacy, “’the man of the system’”, that
Popper “directs his polemic” against (Prior 1947c, p. 142).

Prior is critical of Popper, being wary of any whole scale appropria-

7Prior does allow him the possibility of holding “a position not unlike Kant”
(Ibid. p. 140).
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tion of Popper as a form of secular revelation or ethical critique. There is
the implicit warning that potential Popper-ites could, themselves, limit
the open society.

Having reviewed his immediate predecessor at Canterbury Univer-
sity College, Prior next reviews The Moral Sense by D. Daiches Raphael,
Professor of Philosophy at the University of Otago. Noting that im-
portant work by Findlay and Popper had been written while in New
Zealand, Prior however cautions against claiming this as a New Zealand
text in that its research was carried out before Raphael arrived in Dune-
din. (Such an argument of academic environmental determinism —
the location of research provides its authenticity — perhaps reflects the
isolation and limitations felt by Prior in these post-war years). Yet he
also states that “the general climate of opinion” is in part determined
by “what philosophers think and teach” (Prior 1947d, p. 314) — even
when within the technicalities of their subject matter — so note needs to
be made of what they have written. This said, The Moral Sense is, Prior
notes, an important book in its own subject, helping to mark a turning
point. After giving a brief overview of the past century of British moral
philosophy, noting the importance of Moore’s Principa Ethica (1903) and
Pritchard’s “Is Moral Philosophy Based on a Mistake?” (1912), Prior
refers to ‘Intuitionism” (“the logical gap between statements in which
terms like ‘good” or ‘ought” do not appear and the ones in which they
do”) (Prior 1947d, p. 315). For Prior, Raphael’s book is important be-
cause it is a conscious re-evaluation of the 18" century moralists (in this
case Hutcheson, Hume, Price and Reid)'® noting not only their anticipa-
tion of present-day problems, but also the solutions and the arguments
made to support them. Here the echo of Prior’s own position is clear:
to understand the present in moral philosophy and ethical terms, we
must, in the twentieth century, draw upon the moralists and the ethi-
cists of the past, in particular those of the 17" and 18" centuries. For
our modern problems are, in their own ways, the same, or at least sim-
ilar to those confronted by philosophers and theologians at the turn of
the Enlightenment. Furthermore, just as such thinkers operated as pub-
lic intellectuals, so too should modern day moral philosophers, ethicists
— and theologians. Prior, in this period, can be seen as trying to model

18Here again is the link back to Prior’s “Eighteenth century writers on twentieth cen-
tury subjects”, The Australasian Journal of Psychology and Philosophy, vol. 24: 3 (1946),
pp. 168-182.
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such thinkers, not only in his engagement in public debate but also by
looking to past models to do so — and, perhaps just as importantly, re-
minding his readers of such thinkers.

The centre of Prior’s review is Raphael’s chapter on Hume. Even
after he terms its foray into Logic as “unfortunate” — demonstrating
the problem with Raphael’s analogy comparing a refusal to discharge
an acknowledged obligation to the refusal “to draw the logical conclu-
sion from admitted premises” — he praises it as the “most original in
the book, and is probably the most important contribution that has yet
been made to the interpretation of Hume’s moral philosophy” (Prior
1947d, p. 317). Prior does critique a methodological “defect” in that the
exposition on the 18" century thinkers is too often interrupted by “the
voice of appraisal’ (and what he terms Raphael’s “anxious reminder”).
This results in a “continual mingling of exposition, criticism and com-
parison (some of it too, a little laboured)” (Prior 1947d, p. 318) — a
criticism he also made of Popper’s work.

This is where Prior makes explicit his role as public intellectual. For
while the text is “of the utmost value for students of philosophy”, the
“educated general reader (to whom the 18" century moralists originally
addressed themselves)” will find it to have less appeal than it could and
should have. (Prior 1947d, p.318) In fact Prior’s religious journalism,
his role as a public intellectual (and moralist in the philosophical sense
of the term) can be read as an attempt to reinstitute the 18" century
practice of such scholars. This claim helps to explain why Prior first
turned to religious journalism and continued to write for publications
designed for ‘the educated general reader” for many years.

These criticisms of Raphael and Popper and the commendation of
Findlay and the 18" century moralists are to find later, detailed expres-
sion in Prior’s first text Logic And The Basis of Ethics (Prior 1949a)." In
this Prior, while locating himself as an anti-naturalist, wishes to demon-
strate to both naturalists and anti-naturalists®® “how their position may

1n Logic, Popper is critiqued in chapter vii (pp. 69-76), especially his distinction be-
tween norms and facts and between “validity and truth’. Raphael is critiqued for failing,
in The Moral Sense of noticing in Hume’s Treatise ‘that there are two views’ of “possible
subjectivist accounts of moral judgments’. Throughout modern moral philosophers
are held up to measure against, primarily Hutcheson and Adam Smith and found, to
greater or lesser degree, wanting. Findlay, Prior’s mentor, is naturally accorded the
most sympathy.

20Prior states that an ‘anti-naturalist’ holds that ethical predicates such as ‘good’,
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be freed from logical faults” (Prior 1949a, p. viii) by reconsidering the
18 century moralists. An extended discussion of G.E. Moore’s refuta-
tion of the naturalistic fallacy in Principa Ethica, Prior’s text is one that
needs to be re-read with reference to these earlier public discussions for
in them he can be seen to be giving a public airing to the critiques and
themes he is to later express in a scholastic tone. In a sense the ‘public
Prior’ of these writings acts as the “prior Prior” of the emergent logician.

Another example of giving a public airing of what is academic work
occurs in the article written to commemorate the century of the found-
ing of the Otago province, and especially, its Presbyterian, Free Church
basis. Entitled simply, “Disruption” (Prior 1948a) this recounts the ori-
gin of the Free Church of Scotland and can be presumed to been drawn
from the manuscript and research for his proposed ‘A History of Scot-
tish Theology” (Hasle1997/2003, p. 295). Prior states that to retell the
story of the Disruption is important:

[...] not only because it forms part of what might be called
the pre-history of Otago and of the Presbyterian Church of
New Zealand, but also because a proper understanding of
it involves and illuminates principles of ecclesiastical orga-
nization, activity and development which concern many be-
sides Presbyterians.

(Prior 1948a, p. 8)

For Prior, the importance of the Disruption is in illustrating how
denominationalism in New Zealand, as in most countries of “the New
World”, serves only to cut off “religious bodies not merely from one an-
other, but from the community as a whole” (Prior 1948, p. 8). The prob-
lem is a move to sectarianism away from a “view of the Church as bearer
‘of the means of grace’ to all within its reach” (Prior 1948a, p. 9). The
article, a detailed discussion of the move towards Disruption, is really
another of Prior’s calls for Church Union — and, implicitly, a warning of
how not to proceed. Prior’s conclusion is of the need to echo the call of
the present Archbishop of Canterbury?! that reunion in England would
not be that with but rather that of the Church of England. As Prior notes,

‘evil’, ‘right” and ‘wrong’ ‘represent qualities which are sui generis, in a category on
their own, different from all ‘natural” qualities’. p. vii.
21 Archbishop Geoffrey Francis Fisher (1945-1961).
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“in our own country we have still to discover the proper equivalent of
this language” (Prior 1948a, p. 18). Fourteen years later, another ‘pub-
lic intellectual’, the historian and poet W.H. Oliver, commenting on the
paucity of ‘religious sociology” in New Zealand notes Prior’s essay as
suggesting “lines on which a study of Scottish Presbyterian transplanta-
tion might proceed” (Oliver 1962, p. 3).

4 Public Debate Three: The Listener December
1949-March 1950

Prior’s next entry into the realm of Public Philosopher occurred in the
weekly New Zealand Listener, the official journal of the New Zealand
broadcasting service that also occupied a central position in New
Zealand literary and cultural life at this time. If one sought to be a pub-
lic intellectual then participation in the New Zealand Listener guaranteed
a national audience. Prior’s short review (one and one-half columns)
(Prior 1949) sparked an ongoing battle and four month-long philosoph-
ical and theological debate in the letters pages until closed down by the
editor on March 3 1950. The book reviewed was Evolution and Philoso-
phy by a local priest, Father G.H. Duggan S.M. (Duggan 1949a).?*> Ded-
icated to St Thomas Aquinas and with a preface endorsement by the
ornithologist Dr. R.A Falla of the Dominion Museum, Wellington,23
it is an attempt, by a Catholic scholastic philosopher, to question the
ideas and arguments of evolution, written for “the average educated
and half-educated person”. His basic argument is threefold. The uni-
verse is intelligible only if we admit it is dependent on and caused by
an unchanging reality distinct from it, that is called ‘God’. Secondly, a
demonstration “that the Scholastic theory of moderate vitalism is true”
and “the absolute impossibility of spontaneous generation”. Appeal-

22Duggan was a noted contributor to the correspondence columns of the Listener. A
Catholic priest from Greenmeadows in Auckland, he was recalled by the editor, M.H.
Holcroft as “formidable in debate, using a strong intellect to defend conservative posi-
tions, both in theology and politics [ ...] when I met him [he] turned out to be a smallish
man with large and rather appealing eyes.”

M.H. Holcroft, Reluctant Editor (1969), Wellington, A H. & A.W. Reed, pp. 57-58

2Falla concludes his preface: “[...] I have found his comments in fields in which
I have done some study refreshingly stimulating, and should for this reason like to
commend his book to students of biology.”
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ing to reason, the origin of life arises out a threefold (plant, animal and
human) divine intervention and causality. Thirdly a discussion as to
whether the variety of life occurred by evolution from a divinely caused
single living thing in each kingdom, or a divinely caused “considerable
number of distinct forms”. The central basis of his argument is “the
rational certitude that the universe depends for its existence on an un-
changing First cause, distinct from itself, whom we call God” (Duggan
1949a, pp. 13-14). As Duggan concludes: “It is more probable, therefore,
that the human body was directly formed by God. The matter from
which it was formed could have been living or non-living, and from
the philosophical point of view, the alternatives seem equally probable”
(Duggan 1949a, p. 218).

Given the central argument, Prior’s review is remarkably temperate.
Duggan, he suggests, over-argues and makes rash accusations against
atheistic philosophers, and in his use of the term ’self-contradictory’
Prior compares him to “the free way in which ‘Logical Positivists’ fling
around the charge of ‘meaninglessness’” (Prior 1949b). This, Prior avers,
is a case of “crying Wolf” (Prior 1949b). As for Duggan’s reliance upon
gaps in fossil records, Prior states that the gaps occur not because of
the lack of fossil material, but rather because biologists “cannot decide
which of the characteristics is most suitable for use as a dividing line”.
Indecision actually indicates the presence of transitional forms, not the
absence as Duggan claims (Prior 1949b).

Duggan’s letter of reply accused Prior of reading carelessly and al-
lied himself with “St Thomas and common sense” against Prior and
Hume’s position “that a change that has no cause implies no contra-
diction.” Prior’s charge of overusing “self-contradictory” invokes the
request for substantive referencing to support the claim, while his state-
ment that biologists are undecided as to the placement of fossils is really,
Duggan claims, due to their desire to “to have the transitional forms so
necessary for the Darwinian theory of evolution from one stock” (Dug-
gan 1949b).2* Prior responds detailing examples of Duggan’s “indis-

24 Alongside Duggan’s response, is an attack on Duggan in support of Prior by J. Mal-
ton Murray, who states given that man is “is totally ignorant of the plans and purposes”
of a Creator (if there is one) then no organised religion is justified “in adopting an au-
thoritarian attitude and pretending to know what nobody knows concerning the ulti-
mate power behind the universe and man’s relation to that power.”

J. Malton Murray, “Letter” New Zealand Listener, December 23 1949, p. 5.
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criminate” use of “self-contradictory”, focusing on the Duggan’s illogi-
cal use of the term, stating that a particular view as to the constitution
of the material universe may mean a contradiction in our convictions is
not to mean that it contradicts itself (Prior 1950a). Prior then discusses
the distinction between “being caused”, “being a change” and “being
an effect”. His concern is for logical clarity, in that there is a difference
between “a self-evidently false” assertion “that a change may have no
cause” and a self-contradictory one “that an effect (i.e. that which is
caused) has no cause”. He then takes issue with Duggan’s use of the
term ‘nonsense’ for a claim that may contradict itself, abruptly stating
"It is something of a philosophical fashion nowadays to describe any
position with which one does not agree as ‘nonsense’; I must confess I
regard the fashion as a bad one.” He concludes rather impatiently by
noting his willingness to answer “the rest of Father Duggan’s letter if
nobody else does, but this is enough in the meantime” (Prior 1950a).

What is important to note in these exchanges is that Prior is essen-
tially conducting a public tutorial in philosophical logic in the letters
pages® of a journal that, because it had the monology on radio listings
for the country, had a weekly circulation of 80,000-100,000 c:opies26 ina
country with a population of just under 2million. This is not to suggest
that every reader would have read this exchange in the letters column,
but rather to note that in conducting this public tutorial Prior was cer-
tainly fulfilling the role of public intellectual.

Prior’s review is attacked by another reader for its “outmoded argu-
ments for evolution” and for his reliance on unnamed philosophers. In
what is a direct challenge Prior is accused of being both illogical (A.A.N.
1950a)% and a careless philosopher in his review,?® who should either

Holcroft notes of Murray: ‘He was a determined atheist of a school that had been
influenced by those slim brown volumes of the Thinkers’ Library [...]”. M.H. Holcroft,
Reluctant Editor (1969) Wellington, A.H. & A.W. Reed, pp.57.

ZHolcroft (1969) notes that in a survey of readers in the early 1950’s he discovered
that more saw the Listener as a literary journal than those who bought it for the radio
listings. The most popular feature for the ‘literary journal’ readers was actually the
letters page (p.37)

26Holcroft (1969), p. 26.

27 A.AN. (Wellington), “Letter”, New Zealand Listener January 6 1950, p. 5: “[...] per-
haps Mr Prior has forgotten the rule of logic that it is invalid to argue from the particular
to the general”.

2Ibid: “Surely Mr Prior is aware that a philosophical system can only be built upon
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have “remained silent” or “given us those scientific and factual proofs
which we could reasonably expect from him” (A.A. N. 1950a).

Duggan’s next letter continues the attack that Prior’s review (and
letter) contains ‘bad philosophy’ (my term). His first point is that, in
arguing as to whether Monism is “incompatible with the principle of
contradiction”, Prior should ‘know enough logic” to understand that
the self-contradiction would only occur if Duggan had written “imme-
diately incompatible” — but he did not and “in fact, the distinction un-
derlies the theory of the syllogism” (Duggan 1950a). He then tackles
Prior on the self-evident falsity of a proposition, suspecting Prior “has
not grasped the difference” between ‘evident” and ‘self-evident’”, stat-
ing that “to say that a proposition is self-contradictory is merely a short
way of saying that it contradicts some self-evident truth, e.g. the prin-
ciple of identity” (Duggan 1950a). Prior’s distinction of ‘cause, ‘change’
and ‘effect’ is dismissed as being “irrelevant” in this context, repeating
the claim that change is possible without the intervention of a cause is
nonsense — whatever the present day philosophical fashions.

Prior then responds to the criticisms of “A.A. N.”, appealing first to
the same “rule of Logic” A.A. N. invoked whereby “it is invalid to ar-
gue from the particular to the general” (Prior 1950b). Prior grants that
under this the theory of evolution is not proved in the same way as a the-
orem of geometry — but this is true for all generalisations made by natu-
ral scientists, all of which stand open to correction from future discovery.
However, this is no reason to abandon natural science. In a following
letter, Prior next dismisses Duggan’s claims that any self-contradictory
statement is only “mediately” so (that is, not in themselves but only
when combined with other statements), saying this “novel extension of
the notion of self-contradiction” could be applied to any proposition be-
lieved to be false on any grounds (Prior 1950c). Prior comments that
this means even though one may not believe that God turns stones into
statues it would be “mediately” self-contradictory to say that he does
since it would be ““immediately” self-contradictory” to say God does
and does not. But, Prior states, someone who believes God does such
an action would not be “much moved” by that argument “nor can I see
that he logically should be” (Prior1950c). He then undertakes a detailed
discussion of the uses of ‘change” and ‘cause’, claiming that Duggan’s

facts.”
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discussion of these in his letter implies a different usage to the one em-
ployed in both his text and his first letter (December 23, 1949). Dug-
gan, he states, is guilty of the truism “that any changes that have causes
have causes”, and while this might be what he meant by stating “ev-
ery change has a cause” it “simply has no bearing on the point” (Prior
1950¢).

Duggan, replying to Prior’s earlier letter (January 27, 1950) attacks
him over his (it is implied) acceptance of “some theory of gradual evo-
lution” (Duggan 1950b). This, states Duggan “requires a vast number
of transitional forms”- which Prior cannot, it is claimed, provide. Dug-
gan’s claim is that gradual evolution is not actually a scientific theory
(if it were, lack of evidence would have had it “scrapped”) but it is
“an integral part of a philosophical creed”. So, if the theory needs to
be “scrapped”, then the creed ‘will have to be re-examined” (Duggan
1950b). Duggan thus turns the issue into one of competing beliefs, with
truth located on his side of the argument, having already ‘scrapped’ the
theory of gradual evolution.?’

Duggan, in a further letter then replies to Prior’s letter of Febru-
ary 3, asserting he did not describe a self-contradictory position as ‘me-
diately so’— this being enough for him to satisfactorily refute Prior’s
claim (Duggan 1950c). He again charges Prior with a careless read-
ing of his comments, this time regarding the use of ‘mediately’ and
‘self-contradictory’, claiming that there is nothing novel in the way he
used it but ‘[ cJomment on Mr. Prior’s dialectical methods I leave to the
discerning reader.” Further, he charges that “Mr Prior dragged in the
term ‘effect’”” when discussing uncaused change, again accusing him
of ‘bad logic’ [my term] in that “change is a process while an effect
may be a permanently existing thing. A motor-car is an effect, but not
a change” (Duggan 1950c).>? He then dismisses Prior’s statement that

29Two further letters on this debate appear in the Listener February 10, 1950, p. 5. In
the first, Robert Mouat charges Duggan with an incorrect usage of ‘a is A’ as a type
of proposition. He then agues against Duggan, invoking Bertrand Russell, Einstein,
Chesterton, Samuel Butler, Cyril Joad, Willi Hollitscher, Freud and McDougall. But he
does thank Duggan “for the stimulus which he has given to thought in New Zealand.”
J. Malton Murray also re-joins the debate, attacking A.A.N, claiming a possibility of a
far nobler life than mankind has yet attained, if he (A.A.N) throws off “the shackles of
dogma and superstition.” (J. Malton Murray).

30Duggan’s tone is one of aggrieved petulance, determined to discredit Priot’s claims
to the philosophical high-ground.
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“some changes have no cause” on the grounds of self-evident truth, “con-
firmed by an appeal to experience” using the example of the absurdity
of dismissing any cause for the change of a “flat tyre” (Duggan 1950c).

The editor closed the debate on March 3 1950. While others do get
involved (A.A.N. writes a defence against Prior claiming natural science
and philosophy argue from different premises therefore if evolutionists
“wish to enter the world of philosophical certitudes” they need to “first
establish the validity of evolution as a philosophical science capable of
explaining ultimate causes” (A.A.N. 1950b)) it is left to Prior and Dug-
gan to sum up.

Prior gets the lead letter, quoting from a French text on the classi-
fication of fossils,’! noting that the same view has been put forward
in earlier writings by Lucien Cuenot who Duggan quoted from “with
approval [...] when it suits him” (Prior 1950d). Prior concludes by dis-
missing Duggan’s response as at “first a suspicious silence, and then a
dogmatic assertion about the state of biological opinion which will not
bear inspection” (Prior 1950d).

Duggan’s letter deliberately ignores Prior, being a response to the
letter of Robert Mouat (see fn 29), stating that while Mouat “does not
look to logic for his metaphysics [...] But I want my metaphysics to be
logical” (Duggan 1950d). This can be read as another indirect attack
upon Prior, stating “whatever is true is logically valid but the converse
does not hold.” He then sums up his entire approach by stating: “Per-
haps I should add that there are realms of the spirit beyond the reach of
philosophy. But one must start with philosophy” (Duggan 1950d).

It is not surprising that the editor closed this correspondence. For
four months Duggan and Prior had been attacking each other in the
pages of the major mainstream public record of New Zealand life and
letters. Neither was prepared to concede, both dismissed the other’s cre-
dentials — and intellectual standing. In the process quite dense philo-
sophical argument had appeared in a public journal in a manner that,
from over seventy years’ distance, seems scarcely possible today. Read-
ing the correspondence one gets the feeling that Duggan and Prior were
indulging in a game of intellectual points scoring, concentrating on the
minutiae of each other’s rebuttal, rather than on the thematic content it-
self. As such there is the sense that the editorial decision was made out

31The text quoted is Traite de Zoologie ed. Grasse (vol. VI 1949) p. 145.
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of a fear that Duggan and Prior could/would continue ad infinitum!>
Prior’s willingness to involve himself in a protracted discussion on evo-
lution needs to be read three ways. Firstly, this is part of his call for a
well-informed citizenry, not held in thrall to sectarian religious beliefs.
Secondly, paradoxically, this is Prior as Calvinist combating the “errors’
of Catholic scholasticism. Thirdly, this is the modernist Logician attack-
ing superstition and dogmatic religious belief. The influence of Popper’s
Open Society can also be detected; for while his critiques of Popper may
be read as in-house philosophical discussion, his challenge of Duggan
is the challenge to what he views as symbolic of ‘a closed society’.

5 Public Debate Four: Landfall 1950

Having taken on Father Duggan in the pages of the Listener, Prior next
returns to Landfall to challenge a (younger) contemporary, the historian
Peter Munz>® of Victoria University College, Wellington. In December
1949 Munz had published a long essay in Landfall entitled “Proust and
Philosophy” (Munz 1949). In this essay he argues that:

[...] the great works of metaphysics in the nineteenth and
twentieth century are the novels, and not the fanciful trea-
tises on that part of physical nature which is supposed to
exist beyond the senses [...] the real metaphysics of our age
is represented by the novels of Thomas Mann, Joyce and
Proust. (Munz 1949, p. 337)

Just as Prior’s public statements can be argued as an attempt to de-
velop and then discuss the Logic that will come to be fully expressed

32 As the editor states: ‘We are sorry to leave some correspondents in full argument
and to exclude others who wish to enter the discussion; but we have given this corre-
spondence all the space that can be spared, and it must now be closed."New Zealand
Listener, March 3 1950, p. 14.

33Peter Munz (1921-2006) was born in Germany and emigrated with his family to
Christchurch as Jewish German refugees in 1940. Accepted into Christchurch Teacher’s
College, Munz studied for his BA and MA at Canterbury University College, majoring
in History- but he was also taught by Karl Popper. He travelled to Cambridge to study
for his PhD (there being taught by Wittgenstein- and was present at the “poker incident’
debate between Popper and Wittgenstein). Munz returned to New Zealand in 1948 to
take up a position as Senior Lecturer in History at Victoria University of Wellington and
later held the chair in History 1968-1986.
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in Logic and The Basis of Ethics, so it can be argued that Munz was here
attempting something similar. In Problems of Religious Knowledge (1959)
Munz undertakes a detailed discussion of “a kind of meta-theology” of
symbols (Munz 1959, p. 12). Here, a decade earlier, he appears to be
first attempting a public discussion of what will later eventuate.3*

Having stated his thesis, in his article Munz proceeds to discuss “the
knowledge and truths conveyed by Proust”, which consist of proposi-
tions of Proustian consciousness, arising “from his recognition that they
constitute what one ought to call Reality” (Munz 1949 p. 338). This,
Munz claims is the overcoming of nominalism by the process of symbol-
ization, whereby, in the attempt to make our own “feeling states mean-
ingful” to ourselves, we are forced to enter the universe of the feeling
states of others — and draw on their symbols to use as formulas for our
own. This allows the subjective and particular feeling state to become
trans-subjective” (Munz 1949, p. 342). Reality therefore does not exist
in time and space, but is rather what we are aware of — and so “(t)he
only problems connected with Reality are the problems of symboliza-
tion and of congruity.” (Munz 1949, p. 343) Munz discusses Proust in
reference to Whitehead, Bergson and Husserl, concluding that:

Proustradically eliminated the notion that the external world
is as such a given reality which we must confront and study.
Here perhaps is an end to the ‘bifurcation of nature’ that was
the burden of Whitehead’s complaint, and an avenue along
which might lie new eras of philosophical thought.

(Munz 1949, p. 352)

Prior’s involvement occurs because of a letter highly critical of
Munz’s essay, published in Landfall in June 1950. Written by two expatri-

34The role of Brasch’s Landfall as testing ground for later academic texts could provide
a fruitful avenue for an intellectual history of New Zealand. In the current audit culture
of academic outputs and ‘impact’ factors, the academic focus on (primarily) overseas
academic journals could be said to be unwittingly contributing to the much lamented
‘dumbing down” of New Zealand society. Without public intellectuals can the public
be blamed for being ‘unintellectual’?
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ate scholars, Ernst Badian®® and Thomas McPherson>° studying at Uni-
versity College Oxford, it is a systematic defence of philosophy against
Munz’s claims. Munz, they claim, makes “the familiar confusion be-
tween the formal and the material mode of speech” (Badian & McPher-
son, p. 178); Munz undertakes “distortions of ordinary words”, “does
not use language properly”, and misuses the term nominalism (Badian
& McPherson, p. 179). They then deliberately seek to wound Munz by
comparing him to his past teacher Wittgenstein, stating:

It will not to say that Dr Munz is struggling to express thoughts
too deep to be expressed simply. If a thought is communica-
ble at all, it is communicable simply. If it is not communica-
ble, the thinker had better keep it to himself.

(cf. Wittgenstein, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, 7.) (Badian
& McPherson, p. 180)

Munz therefore should have kept quiet and not saddled “poor Proust
[...] with a theory which is based on misuse of words” (Badian &
McPherson, p. 180).

Munz’s brief reply is that in the discussion of such subject among
adults “there are implied standards of courtesy and dignity”. Given
that Badian and McPherson have not observed these standards (and so
dismissing them as ‘not adult’), “it would serve no good purpose to
argue on the level they have set” (Munz 1950a, p. 180).

Given the tone of this interchange — and Prior’s recent exchanges
with Duggan — it is perhaps surprising that he decides to enter this de-
bate. However, in his role as public intellectual he again conducts his
by now familiar public tutorial on philosophical logic. Prior begins by
identifying the exchange as one between “some points in the theory of

35Ernst Badian (1925-2011) like Munz was a Jewish refugee to New Zealand, mov-
ing with his family in 1938. He took his NZ BA (1945) and MA (1946) at Canterbury
University College. An eminent classicist and historian, after teaching in Britain and
then SUNY, Buffalo, he was appointed to the history department at Harvard Univer-
sity in 1971. In 1998 he was appointed Emeritus John Moors Cabot Professor of History
Emeritus, Harvard University.

36Thomas McPherson (1925-) born in Dunedin and took his NZ BA (1946) and MA
(1947) at Otago University. Primarily a philosopher of religion, he taught at Bangor and
then Cardiff, retiring (1983) as Professor of Philosophy at University of Wales, College
of Cardiff.
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knowledge” to which Munz had replied by discussing “the ethics of con-
troversy”, stating that in such matters of “vital importance” Prior “is not
so sure” that Munz “is a very reliable guide” (Prior 1950e). He then sets
out to confront Munz, accusing him of “stumping out of the room in a
huff” — something Prior states “may be the custom amongst historians
when they disagree”, but he wants to make clear, is not “characteristic
of philosophers”. The substance of Badian and McPherson’s argument
is, Prior states, “perfectly right” regarding (what he terms) “the very
curious theory of knowledge propounded in Dr Munz’s article”. Munz
has not articulated “a grand new discovery which will revolutionize phi-
losophy” because “there are states of mind to which the subject-object
antithesis is irrelevant.”%” Rather, Munz’s proposal is “just an invitation
to confusion” (Prior 1950e).

Charles Brasch, the editor of Landfall (and friend of Prior), having
obviously previously alerted Munz to Badian and McPherson’s letter
and sought a response to publish, now did the same in the case of Prior’s
letter. For immediately following Prior’s letter, Munz replies in a direct
response to Prior, stating that he has written a paper and expressed a
point of view with which others do not agree (Munz 1950b). But rather
than saying so clearly, they choose to abuse him. Therefore, he abuses
them back stating:

There is an ire and irritation in their letters which is unbe-
coming to philosophers and which makes me feel that Messrs
Prior, Badian and McPherson may be good philosophical
technicians but have so far not benefited from the serenity
and equanimity which philosophical pursuits have always
bestowed on men. (Munz 1950b, p. 226)

Munz’s central point is that many philosophers have either denied
or overlooked “the fact that the cases which we describe as knowledge
and the cases which we describe simply by the statement ‘I am miser-
able” have something in common.” The problem with Prior is that he
reacts to Munz’s “theory like an automaton” arising, Munz suspects,
because “Mr Prior’s theological interests have rendered him incapable
of philosophical discussion” (Munz 1950b, p. 267). This in effect chal-
lenges the ‘dual pulpit” public intellectual role of Prior. He is dismissed

37Prior’s example is A says ‘I'm miserable’, to which B asks "What about?” to which
A replies ‘Oh nothing-I'm just miserable’. A is not necessarily talking nonsense.
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as not only too theological to be philosophical but also, by implication,
too philosophical to be theological. Munz then undertakes a calculated
insult by stating Prior reminds Munz “of a Catholic theologian who
maintained that Barth’s Dogmatics were all nonsense because they con-
tradicted the Acts of the Council of Trent” (Munz 1950b, p. 267). Com-
paring the Barthian-influenced Prior with an anti-Barthian Catholic the-
ologian was a direct attack on Prior’s position as both a Philosopher and
a Presbyterian and especially on Prior’s well-known essay “Can Religion
Be Discussed?” (Prior 1942).3 Munz concludes by stating he knew his
critics do not see “a similarity between two cases of awareness” (Munz
1950b, p. 257) as he does, but he expected their critique to show this and
not just maintain that in their view there is no similarity.

Replying to Munz (Prior 1950f), Prior states he will seek to respond
in the spirit of “’serenity and equanimity”” that Munz demands of a
philosopher and so will not compare Munz to either a Catholic theolo-
gian nor an automaton (Munz not being like either) nor will he suggest
Munz'’s interests have unfitted him for philosophical discussion (Prior
1950f, p. 369). What he does state is that it appears Munz gained opin-
ion as to Prior’s philosophical opinions from some source other than
Prior; there may be others (“ill-humored fun-poking un-philosophical
fellows”) Prior notes who will accuse Munz of imagining the opinions
attributed to Prior- but Prior will do no such thing, having “forsworn all
such reflections on Dr Munz’s intelligence” (Prior 1950f, p. 369).% Prior
then, in what is yet another public tutorial on logic, lists four points that
Munz attributes to him but which “I do not hold, and have never as-
serted, even in casual conversation.” Prior first refutes that knowledge
and the theory of mind expressed by ‘I am miserable” do not have a
point of similarity and so we can’t refer to them by a single term, for
“they are both states of mind and may be called such.” Neither would he
claim “that there is only one ‘proper” way of using the verb ‘to know’”;
nor (and perhaps most crucially) does he believe “that everything that
contradicts my own theories is nonsense”. Instead, he would claim that

11

38 Arthur Prior, “Can Religion Be Discussed?”, The Australasian Journal of Psychology
and Philosophy, vol. xx, no.2, September 1942, pp 141-151. In this the debate is ‘a play’
between ‘Barthian Protestant’, ‘Catholic’, ‘Psychoanalyst’, ‘Logician” and ‘Modernist
Protestant’. This is a crucial text for tracking Prior’s move from ‘Barthian Protestant’
to ‘Logician” and concludes, tellingly with ‘Barthian Protestant’ stating ‘Lord, I believe;
help Thou mine unbelief!” (p. 151).

Fbid.
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“’knowledge’ is one state of mind and what is customarily called ‘feeling
miserable” is another” and so in seeking a term to cover both it would be
confused and confusing to use a term “now used for one” and not the
other (Prior 1950f, p. 369). Thirdly, “that in all its customary usages the
verb ‘to know” is transitive; and that [fourthly] a transitive verb without
an object is a logical monstrosity” (Prior 1950f, p. 369). Prior’s parting
shot is that while one is entitled to talk and write in a private language,
if these are translated by another into plain English and made to appear
commonplace or absurd then one should tell us where and why the
translation is incorrect. This is the challenge thrown to Munz, for Prior
states he, like Badian and McPherson, is unsure of what Munz means —
unless it is what the latter take it to be. Prior concludes “For this reason
it seems to me considerably more regrettable that he has refused to an-
swer them than that he has refused to answer me” (Prior 1950f, p. 370).

Munz replies in the same volume as it is “necessary” for him “to
make quite clear the issue on which I must differ from him”, stating his
[Munz’s] claim is that “’feeling miserable’ and ‘seeing a chair” are both
states of consciousness” that are “states of knowledge” (Munz 1950c,
p. 370). The object of knowledge is a state of consciousness that in the
first case “the outside world” enters “into the situation as a symbol of
misery” and in the second enters as a chair (Munz 1950c, p. 370). Be-
cause, for Munz, the “state of consciousness is not different from the
knower [...] in such acts of knowledge the knower and the known are
really identical” (Munz 1950c, p. 370). Thus, in this case the use of the
verb “to know” as transitive must be rejected. Munz also conjectures
that he is “very much more of an idealist than Mr Prior”, attempting a
theory of knowledge in which “the world emerges in our consciousness
only as a symbol” (Munz 1950c, p. 370). Badian and McPherson’s asser-
tion on the necessity of the simplicity of communication is dismissed as
“a gratuitous dogma, to which nobody but a few positivists would like to
subscribe” (Munz 1950c, p. 371). While this concludes the debate, this
is the decision of the Landfall editor, not of the participants. For itis clear,
like Prior and Duggan in the Listener, that Munz and Prior could have
continued such a debate for many more exchanges. The issue for Prior
as public intellectual is not only the limited number of available outlets
in a small country but also that his participation is primarily reduced to
reviews and exchanges in the letters/correspondence options. That is,
his pulpit is at the discretion and control of others. To understand this
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issue, we need to remember his hopes from 1936 of “of ending up even-
tually as the editor of a religious periodical” (Grimshaw 2018, p. 93); for
only as editor would Prior not only have a regular editorial which would
act as his pulpit, he could also create and curate the debate and discus-
sion. The only real possibility for Prior to do so would have been to take
over the editorship of the Presbyterian weekly, the Outlook, yet he most
probably lacked the journalism background to do so, nor would it have
enabled him to follow his philosophical interests.* For as is evidenced
in his final foray as public intellectual, having been able to expand his
philosophical contacts in person, Prior was able to discover a way past
the very real limitations of New Zealand academic and intellectual life
at this time.

6 Public Debate Five: Landfall 1952

In 1951, in the words of Mary Prior, Arthur and Mary “scraped” to at-
tend that year’s Meeting of the Australasian Philosophy and Psychology
Society (Hasle 1997/2003, p. 295)*! where he gave his paper “The Eth-
ical Copula” (Prior 1951). What is of interest here is that Prior chose
to write a detailed report for the layman in Landfall, for no other rea-
son than “I found it interesting” (Prior 1952a, p. 49). He begins with
a discussion of John Anderson’s reputation as “a dangerous propaga-
tor of atheism, immorality and Red Revolution” (Prior 1952a, p. 50)
noting that Anderson is most probably an anarchist, whose “immoral-
ism” is expressed in being an absolutist on “goodness and badness”. In
Prior’s description, while Anderson admits the science of Ethics which
discriminates between goodness and badness and investigates causes
and effects, it is not the role of Ethics “to coax or dragoon or bamboozle
people into doing or being good rather than bad.” For obligation is a
bad thing because it is a social constraint, masquerading as something
else. So, there is no such thing as “Morality with a capital M; in truth
there are only moralities [...]” (Prior 1952a, p. 50). And while Anderson

40Prior’s student, the philosopher Jonathan Bennett was acting editor of the Outlook
from January-June 1953. Bennett took this on without any input from Prior and also
notes that “After my two years as a student at Oxford, and one year as an instructor in
the US, I was approached with an offer of the Outlook editorship on a permanent basis;
and ANP strenuously urged me not to accept.” (email to Grimshaw 4 July 2020).

#IMary Prior noted: “There were no grants towards such things in those days.’
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may be an atheist, Prior notes it seems to be strongly aligned to a type
of Presbyterianism, “of a type now dying out”, that is, of “some fairly
small dissenting Scottish sect” influenced form with “definite echoes of
Calvinism in his creed” (Prior 1952a, p. 51).

Prior then notes the battle between Melbourne and Sydney, com-
mending W.D. Falk’s paper on “Prescriptive Speech”#? and noting the
Andersonian line is that such linguistic focus are a “waste of philosophic
time” and “have abandoned ethics for etiquette”(Prior 1952a, p. 52).
What makes this conference report important is that Prior next turns
to Professor J.J.C. Smart’s paper on “Logical Paradoxes”* because he is
not satisfied with either Smart’s solution or any other he has come across
“and would be interested to see some philosophical amateur who reads
Landfall chip into the discussion. (He couldn’t do worse than the profes-
sionals have done with this subject.)” (Prior 1952a, p. 52). The subject
discussed is that of “redness” whereby if it is granted that the abstract
character of redness is not red itself, is there a character possessed by
the character of redness? But given that is self-contradictory, it must be
abandoned, and so also we must abandon not only that redness does not
characterize itself, but also that redness is not red. Does this mean that
redness is red? The paradox being it “does not make sense” to either
affirm or deny.

Smart’s answer “had a quite shattering simplicity”; the question of
‘redness’ in itself is one we just “do not want to say”, rather we affix ‘red-
ness’ to things such as pillar boxes and say other things i.e. ‘soap boxes’
are not red. The logician’s prohibition against “redness is red” is not a
real one for it prohibits something no one wants to do. Here Prior states
his disagreement (as a logician) because the paradox remains (“[...]
though I can see that there are powerful reasons against saying so, I do
want to say that redness is not red, and a little enquiry has disclosed the
same ill-bred impulse in other persons also [...] (Prior 1952a, p. 53)) —
and notes that doing so caused Smart (“who is of the Ryle-Melbourne

42 A version of this was published as W.D. Falk, “Goading and Guiding”, Mind, Vol.
62, No. 246 (Apr., 1953), pp. 145-171.

43Smart publishes a very thoughtful critical reading of Prior’s Formal Logic (1955)
in the Australasian Journal of Philosophy, vol. 34: 2 (156) pp. 118-126. Smart begins by
stating “This book is marked by a wholly admirable eclecticism. In no other comparable
treatise on logic, so far as I know, are so many alternative systems discussed.”(p.118).
Smart concludes “I hope this book will be rapidly sold out, as it deserves to be [...] the
book is outstanding in its field.” (p.126)
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factor”) (Prior 1952a, p. 53) to call him “an Andersonian” (Prior 1952a,
pp- 52-53).# Having in the past turned to the public sphere to articu-
late his discussions prior to academic expression, here Prior inverts his
model, attempting to see if his academic articulation can be discussed
in the public sphere. This is Prior the public intellectual testing whether
intellectual discussion of philosophical logic can really be made public.

Prior’s increasing isolation from the issues of public discussion in
New Zealand can be seen in that his challenge was only, briefly picked
up by another ‘public intellectual’, the poet and critic A.R.D. Fairburn.*®
Fairburn, as “an ‘amateur of philosophy” (Fairburn 1952a, p. 161) ap-
peals to I.A. Richard’s discussion in The Philosophy of Rhetoric as to how
we arrive at a general abstractness from a particular concrete thing. Fair-
burn’s contention is that it is impossible to detach the abstract character
of redness from the experience of red objects in a manner that we could
treat it as a detached entity — or define it negatively as “is itself not red.”
Fairburn states he could make similar statements i.e. “the moon is made
of green cheese” but he could not expect others to be interested “un-
less they are psychiatrists.” (Fairburn 1952a, p. 161) Fairburn suggests
that there is linguistic confusion occurring arising from abstraction “in
which the word ‘is” bears a heavy load of guilt. Nouns and adjectives
that belong to the same situation cannot be brought face to face at the
altar without some rude person pointing out that they have been living
together for years.” (Fairburn 1952a, p. 161) His conclusion is that the
philosophers present were seeking to play the game improperly (ping-
pong played by hitting the bat with the ball whilst standing on their
head is the example given) and so recourse should have been given
“that Occam be asked to apply the guillotine” (Fairburn 1952a, p. 161).

Prior replies that, if he understands Fairburn correctly, his view “is

#Prior notes of the Australasian Journal of Philosophy: “it is still the main stamping-
ground of the Andersonians who constitute (whatever one thinks of them) a genuine
Antipodean philosophical school” (p. 53).

4SFor an informative biography of Fairburn; see http://www.bookcouncil.org.nz/
writers/fairburn.html. Fairburn wrote for Landfall and had noted Prior’s earlier reviews,
stating his Lewis review “is a shade over specialist for a first number” (p.158) while
his calling his Popper review “excellent.” (p.164) See Lauris Edmond, ed. The Letters
of ARD Fairburn. Auckland: Oxford University Press, 1981. Prior (under the nom de
plume ‘Richard Bramley”’) and Fairburn, both wrote for the New Zealand journal Tomor-
row in the 1930s and were part of the wider (though small) New Zealand intellectual,
cultural and artistic milieu of the 1930s-1950s.
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a most respectable one” and that “he can be written down as an Aris-
totelian.” (Prior 1952b) He however points out the Platonist counter-
argument that such a reduction does not get rid of all statements with
abstract subjects. To this (in the same issue, immediately after Prior’s
letter) Fairburn replies that he is probably both “a confused thinker”
and a Nominalist. He is aware of the Platonist argument, but would
argue that redness has no a priori existence “but is merely a mental pro-
cess”: “My interest in the controversy arises mainly from a belief that
much unnecessary mischief has been caused throughout history by peo-
ple who allow verbal abstractions to break their moorings” (Fairburn
1952b). And with that the debate ends.

7 Conclusion

Following this, Prior no longer involves himself in public discussions,
for as Mary Prior notes he had discovered the Polish logicians and “1952
was the beginning” (Hasle 1997/2003, p. 298). Yet for five years Prior
had involved himself very publicly with an attempt to bring the dis-
cussion of philosophical issues to the wider public of New Zealand.
His ventures as public intellectual can be read as a part of that general
post war desire to, as Mary Prior notes, “catch up on lost years” (Hasle
1997/2003, p. 294). What makes these public utterances important is
that as well as being a part of the yet unwritten (and unconsidered)
‘intellectual history of New Zealand’ they are public evidence of the
shifts and developments of Prior’s thought in a very public and accessi-
ble manner. What runs throughout his public utterances is the way in
which Prior used the public forum in New Zealand to attempt to facili-
tate the issues he was developing within his academic work and his first
academic text. Here his models are those 17" and 18" century moralists
who sought to create and inform an educated citizenry. That the pub-
lic forums were willing to participate provides another insight into the
intellectual history of New Zealand. On the one hand Prior was acting
as a public intellectual in an environment that was prepared to include
such figures in its presentation and discussion of life and letters in New
Zealand. On the other hand, this was also indicative of an audience that
itself acted as a type of communal public intellectual in that editors were
prepared to accept such discussions within the pages of their publica-
tions. Yet tellingly, where the discussion moved into explicit discussion
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of logic such as the concluding ‘redness” debate, only the intellectual
gadfly Fairburn would respond.

The public Prior perhaps presents the limit of Logic in the public
arena.
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Abstract

Newly released letters between Arthur Norman Prior and Mary Wilkin-
son (later Prior) in 1943, reveal that Prior, after having struggled with
Freudian explanations of religious belief in 1942, returned to
Christianity in July 1943. With Freud’s specter dispelled, Prior wanted
to provide an answer to three articles, he had written from an atheist per-
spective, and therefore wrote Faith, Unbelief and Evil: Fragments of a dia-
logue. Furthermore, it turns out that Prior discussed and corresponded
with Karl Popper, about faith and unbelief. This study situate Prior’s dis-
cussion on religion in 1943 and discusses its relevance for his authorship.

Keywords: AN. Prior, Religion, Atheism, Freud, Karl Barth, Karl Pop-
per.

1 Introduction

Arthur Norman Prior is known by most as the founder of tense logic.
His logic for tenses was formulated from a realist perspective, and his
defense of this view made him one of the twentieth century’s most im-
portant analytical philosophers of time. Even a casual reader of his
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work will notice the many references to theologians such as Augustine,
Aquinas, Jonathan Edwards, William of Ockham, and many more. One
can of course expect that contemporary philosophers are acquainted
with the works of these theologians. For Prior, however, his reasons
for studying theology were not only professional, but also existential,
though this was not evident in his later work in the sixties. Theology re-
ceded into the background of an agnosticism that was already present
in his correspondence with his wife Mary from 1954. In 1968, he wrote
that he used to be an expert in seventeenth and eighteenth century Scot-
tish reformed theology, but that he no longer held any religious beliefs.
His early works were mainly theological and include many articles on
various theological topics. Two of his contributions to philosophical
theology stand out: “Can Religion Be Discussed?” (Prior 1942 [11])
and “The Formalities of Omniscience” (Prior 1962 [24]). The impact
of these two articles has been great. The latter, according to William
Hasker, started the modern discussion of divine foreknowledge and hu-
man freedom (Hasker 1998 [3]), and it is arguably among the finest
applications of modern logic to theology in the twentieth century. The
impact of the former has also been great for philosophical theology. As
Anthony Kenny notes, this was the first article in philosophy that Prior
was remembered for (Kenny 1971 [6]). “Can Religion Be Discussed?”
was later republished in Flew and MacIntyre’s New Essays in Philosophi-
cal Theology (1955 [23]). According to Alvin Plantinga, this book was a
wakeup call for Christian philosophers:

In 1955 New Essays in Philosophical Theology appeared, a
volume of essays that was to set the tone and topics for phi-
losophy of religion for the next decade or more; and most
of this volume was given over to a discussion of the impact
of Verificationism on theism. Many philosophically inclined
Christians were disturbed and perplexed and felt deeply
threatened; could it really be true that linguistic philosophers
had somehow discovered that the Christian’s most cherished
convictions were, in fact, just meaningless?

(Plantinga 1984 [7])

Prior’s paper was the lead essay of the book, and if one were only
to associate his name with the author of “Can Religion Be Discussed?”,
then one would be excused for thinking him an atheist who considered
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theology a meaning]less illusion. In fact, it turns out that Prior’s author-
ship of that article was the product of a crisis of faith. This has been
known since Kenny’s obituary of Prior, as well as from the discovery
of a diary note from May 25, 1942 (Jakobsen 2016 [5]). Furthermore,
it has been known, also since Anthony Kenny’s obituary, that Prior’s
crisis didn’t last long, and that he not only rather quickly resumed his
study of theology (Kenny 1971 [6]), but he also became an elder in
the Presbyterian Church in Christchurch. However, we did not know
how long this crisis lasted or what to think of some of the unpublished
articles apparently written during it. These articles display the same
atheistic application of Freudian psychoanalysis as “Can Religion Be
Discussed?” However, to add to the confusion, the archive also con-
tained an article similar in style to “Can Religion Be Discussed?” but
much more positive in its conclusion on the discussion between faith
and unbelief. This article is titled “Faith, Unbelief and Evil: Fragments
of a Dialogue” and, as Kenny notes, it “looks forward to Logic and the
Basis of Ethics.” From Kenny’s obituary of Prior, along with the rough
indications of what went on from 1942 to 1944 when Freud’s influence
waned, we have reason to think that Prior’s crisis of faith was impor-
tant for his development as a philosopher. The diary entry from March
25,1942, confirmed this and increased our knowledge of the depth and
importance of Prior’s crisis of faith. Now, however, the letters between
Arthur Norman Prior and Mary Wilkinson (later Prior) from 1943 have
been released and can be studied at the Bodleian Library in Oxford as
the Ann Prior Collection. From these we learn that Prior returned to
the Christian faith in July 1943; that the unpublished articles “Children
of the Damned” [28] and “Law and Order” [26] were written from an
atheistic perspective; and that, finally, Prior wrote “Faith, Unbelief and
Evil” in August 1943 as an answer to himself. These letters provide us
with a unique key to unlock these three articles and suggest that Prior’s
return to the Christianity made the question of the foundation of ethics
important. Finally, it turns out, from Prior’s letters to Mary, as well as
from a letter written by Karl Popper to Prior, that Prior felt compelled
to tell Popper, who in 1943 was a professor in Christchurch, about his
return to Christianity.
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2 From Barth to Freud and Atheism

In 1971, Kenny, Prior’s close friend, wrote about his friend’s 1942 crisis
of faith, saying that it “gave rise to his first philosophical article which
is still remembered: ‘Can religion be discussed’” (Kenny 1971, 326 [6])
Kenny knew that the crisis did not last very long, a fact supported by
Prior’s continued cherishing of his theological library and his dismissal
of Freudian explanations of belief in 1944. The discovery of the diary
note from the middle of his crisis revealed that Prior wasn't merely going
through a crisis of faith in 1942. He considered Christianity a thing of
the past. On March 25, Prior wrote:

I recollected that I had already in my Christian days com-
pared theological systems with works of art—in the intro-
ductory paragraph of an article on Barth’s Dogmatics which
Alexander Miller tells me will be appearing in “Theology.”
On that occasion I was stressing the importance of form and
structure in theology, of seeing how the bits of a theologi-
cal system fit together and contribute to the “shape” of the
whole thing. And indeed I have always been conscious
that this has been my main interest in theology—that my
main interest has been in that respect “aesthetic,” though
as a Christian I wasn’t quite at ease about this.

(Prior 2014 [27])

Indeed, as the letters make evident, in 1942, Prior considered himself
an atheist. With Christianity behind him, Prior looked on theology with
different eyes. In one diary entry, he called theology an illusion some-
what close to life (Jakobsen 2016 [5]). Why the change from Christianity
to atheism? The immediate cause appears to have been his divorce from
Clare, whom he had married in 1937. However, “Can Religion Be Dis-
cussed?” suggests that psychoanalysis and logic also played a role, and
the letters confirm that psychoanalysis was an especially crucial factor.
“Can Religion Be Discussed?” is written as a discussion between five
stereotyped voices on religion. The title plays on the irony that what ap-
pears to be a discussion of religion cannot be so if the Barthian Protestant
isright. According to Barthian, there isno common ground between the
believer and the unbeliever on which a meaningful discussion can take
place. The two other theological voices in the discussion — Catholic
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and Modern Protestant — each model two different ways in which re-
ligion can be said to be absurd and meaningless. Modern Protestant’s
“milk and water” religion is mere emotion and lacks genuine theologi-
cal content, and Catholic’s adherence to divine simplicity, presented as
the idea of God being identical with his own goodness, is rejected by
Logician as meaningless. Barthian, on the other hand, “presents you
with the ‘nonsense’ right from the jump.” (Prior 1942 [11])

Of course we can only talk nonsense when we try to talk
about God — our language is the language of sinful men,
and is utterly unfitted for such use. Of course the laws of
thought, and the laws of grammar, forbid us to confess our
faith — we try to speak of God, and it is impossible even to
begin. But God, with whom all things are possible, comes
to our rescue, and takes up our words and our thoughts and
makes them carry His meaning and His message to men.
(Prior 1942, [11, p. 149])

In a footnote to this comment by Barthian, Prior wrote:

This is not a wild guess at what Barth might reply to a crit-
icism such as Logician’s. The idea that nonsense may be
given sense by an act of sheer omnipotence is repeated again
and again in his “Prolegomena to Church Dogmatics.” On
this miracle, for him, the very possibility of a science of the-
ology depends. And on this miracle alone. Barth refuses ex-
plicitly and absolutely to try and justify his “nonsense” by
criticizing or qualifying or revising the laws of thought (like
Hegel; and Modernist; and perhaps even Kant, to whom
Barth is obviously close). Nor, however, does he consider
it any part of his business to affirm or accept their validity.
The Miracle is his one standing-ground.

(Prior 1942, [11, p. 149])

We have good reasons to think that Prior fundamentally disagreed
with Barth’s Hegelian influences, even though he was attracted to Barth’s
theology. Prior’s reservations about philosophical idealism were due to
the influence of ].N. Findlay, under whom Prior, in 1937, had written his
master’s thesis “The Nature of Logic.” We only know the title because
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Prior mentions it in an undated letter to Mary most likely written in
1947. In that letter, Prior also revealed the extent of Findlay’s influence
on his thinking:

I am realizing how little I really knew when I wrote my M. A.
thesis on “The Nature of Logic”; & what a cheek I had to
submit it with so thin a background, and what a lot of work
in it was really Findlay’s.

(Arthur Prior to Mary Wilkinson, B30 [8])

We can be quite sure that Prior’s aversion to what he called “the
philosophical disease of idealism” (Prior 1937, [10, p. 11]) was in large
part due to Findlay. Another undated letter to Mary, also quite likely
written sometime in 1947, confirms this. Prior was that year preparing
for a logic course and had reread the idealist Bosanquet’s The Essentials
of Logic. It turns out that Findlay had used The Essentials of Logic in his
teaching in 1936-7. Prior recollected the following to Mary:

I have been re-reading Bosanquet’s “Essentials of Logic.” We
used it for advanced Logic in my day, Findlay pulling it to
pieces bit by bit. It is rather poisonous stuff & not Logic at
all. I'm going to read a few Hegelian & Pragmatist Logics,
through, I think; to keep track of the Enemy. I'll need it if I
do land in Auckland next year!

(Arthur Prior to Mary Wilkinson, B46 [9])

The obvious influence of Findlay’s pulling The Essentials of Logic
to pieces was noticeable in the problems Prior perceived in the logi-
cal implications of Barth’s theology. In the years after he graduated,
Prior wrote two critical articles on Barth: “Revaluations” [21] and, in
the following year, a review of Etienne Gilson’s “The Philosophy of St.
Bonaventura” (1938). In “Revaluations,” Prior wrote about “a certain
philosophical disease called ‘idealism” of which Barth’s theology has
not properly freed itself.” Itis evident that “Can Religion Be Discussed?”
was influenced by this criticism. Prior’s quotation in the article of Mark
9:23-25 — “Lord I believe, help Thou my unbelief!” — is an echo of his
criticism of Barth five years earlier in “Revaluations”:

It has to be recognised that the question as to the falsehood of
our belief is different from the question of our unbelief. We
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can pray, “Lord, I believe, help Thou mine unbelief,” but it is
meaningless to pray, “Lord, I believe, and my belief is false,
but please make it true,” and wicked to pray, “Lord, I believe,
and my belief is false; but make me go on believing all the
same.” The Reality of God is deeper than all our doubts, and
unaltered by them, if He is real—there is our comfort. But if
He is unreal, His unreality is deeper than all our certitude—
there is our peril. And there is no way of evading this. Barth
tries to evade it, often; all his critics, without exception, far
more often. (Prior 1937, [10, p. 11])

In “The Philosophy of St. Bonaventura” (1938), Prior suggested that
a way forward for Barth could be to look into the Anselmian—-Augustin-
ian tradition, where “the light of faith and reason comes in together,
each lending strength to one another.” However, he does not appear to
have explored this line of inquiry further. In the earliest letter we have
between Mary and Prior—on 24 February, 1943—Prior spelled out how
the atheistic conclusion was reached in “Can Religion Be Discussed?”; it
is evident that the logical criticism was a crucial premise. Referring to a
conversation he had had with Karl Popper, who had read Prior’s article,
he wrote:

7

[P]sychoanalysts tend to claim that standards of “normality
can be arrived at from psychoanalysis itself. I don’t hold
with this at all; and was quite appalled when Dr. Popper
told me that he had gathered from my dialogue on “Can re-
ligion be discussed?” that I did. He said that the remarks by
“Psychoanalyst” in that dialogue suggested that he consid-
ered he pad proven religion false by tracing it back to our
attitude to our father, etc. What I really meant to suggest, by
the order in which the participants said their piece in the di-
alogue, was that religion is first proved false (or rather non-
sensical) by someone else (not by the psychoanalyst but by
Logician).

(Arthur Prior to Mary Wilkinson, February 24th 1943
[12, p. 4-5])

This quote helps us understand “Can Religion Be Discussed?” with
regard to gaining a deeper understanding of how Prior lost his Christian
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beliefs. The only standpoint that was acceptable from the perspective of
Barthian orthodoxy embraced philosophical idealism, which to Prior’s
mind was the mere acceptance of nonsense as meaningful. This in itself
didn’t push him into atheism because, up until 1942, Prior simply found
within himself the miracle of faith. His crisis woke him up to the cruel,
cold, and bitter reality of the psychological roots of his urge to believe.
In “Can Religion Be Discussed?”, Prior put the following words into the
mouth of Psychoanalyst:

But a time may come [...] when circumstances will push
them into an emotional crisis in which they will go mad un-
less they do something about it, and then in the painful pro-
cess of their own analysis they will see for themselves the
roots of their urge to believe. Only in that way are genuine
atheists made. (Prior 1942, [11, p. 150])

The diary entry from March 1942 confirms this. Prior had not merely
accepted Freud’s story as an alternative adequate explanation of religion
that is ultimately decided by a leap of faith. For Prior, in 1942, faith was
a thing of the past. This fact is not possible to gather from merely read-
ing “Can Religion Be Discussed?” In that article, Barthian appears to
consider psychoanalysis an adequate explanation that one must accept
or reject by faith—and that faith 