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Heidegger on Living Gods 

Charles Spinosa 

Identifying the presence, or at least traces of the presence, of divini­
ties plays an important role in Heidegger's later work. Their pres­
ence is crucial for living a non-nihilistic life, one where something 
has an authority worth making sacrifices for. 1 Hubert Dreyfus has 
helped us understand the sense in which, for Heidegger, works of 
art-what Dreyfus calls cultural paradigms-are gods. 2 In this essay, 
I will try to advance Dreyfus's work by drawing on Heidegger's 
account of the Greek daimons to show how Heidegger makes sense 
of the possibility of living gods in today's disenchanted world. I shall 
show that there are contemporary forms of religious and secular 
experience that accord with Heidegger's account of the presence of 
divinities and their traces. But we cannot make sense of these expe­
riences with our minimal ontology of subjects and objects. We, there­
fore, need to add to our ontology "attuning," or the coming into an 
appropriate mood for making sense of things and people. Attuning 
is not mysterious; it gives us access to certain everyday phenomena 
that we would not want to live without but that our current ontology 
encourages us pass over. 

In order to see what Heidegger understands by the divine and to 
make sense of attuning, I shall begin by distinguishing Heidegger's 
divine from that of Judeo-Christian religious experience, which 
philosophers usually take as their model. In the current philosophic 
world, the most influential phenomenological account of Judeo­
Christian experience is the one developed by Rudolf Otto in his The 
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• • er Otto holds that the rationalizing of Idea of the Holy.3 Like He1degg ' h h d the effect of produc-
• • onto-theology as a th 

religious exp~nence m f interest only to philosophers.• Also, bo . 
ing a domesticated god o . th difference between what He1-
Heidegger and Otto re_cogn;; on:c dimensions of life, which Otto 
degger calls the ontological al G rally for both, the onto-

• d the natur • ene ' 
calls the nummous an "th the antic or natural that • • • ommensurate WI . 
logical or nummous IS me £ th Heidegger of Being and Time, 
it makes possible. For Otto, as oral. e n·enced it is experienced 

• t locnc 1s expe , 
when the nummous or on o o- . dum (to use Otto's tech-

d dful as a mystenum tremen . 
as uncanny, as rea , f the insignificance of the antic 
nical term) that gives one a senhse o nology examines the nature ' r ·ous p enome 
or the natural. Otto s re igi 1 on analogy to natural 

d • ts that one must re y . . of this dread. He a m1 . tates with any prec1S1on, 
• 1 te the nummous s . 

states in order to arttcu a . surable to which Otto is 
1 f the mcommen but it is a phenomena ogy o 

committed. 
5 

ta t d thi"nking along similar-• d ay have s r e 
Although He, ~gger ~th his "Grundbefindliclikeit" Angs4 by _the 

though secular-hues ~ . of the understanding of being (which, 
1930s, when he starts thmking f lture as necessarily incarnated 
following Dreyfus, is the stylfe o a cuome other cultural being)' he • • 1• • work o art or s . 
by a gnppmg, ivmg . If to the ontological m more "bTty f relating onese 
opens the poss1 I I o ' d" . experiences are more H idegger s 1V1ne 
ontic or normal ways. e -Christian heritage. Heidegger shows 
worldly than those of ~e Judeo . and dealing with the temple 
that the Greeks' practices for_ seemg . £ dealing with virtually 

"fi therr practices or , 
attuned in a spec1 c way . £ d aling with the temple s 

• th • orld 6 Practices or e . 
everything else m err w • th brightness of anythmg. 

• d h the Greeks saw e . , 
luster determme ow . d h they dealt with anythmg s 
The temple's solidity determme ow seen by the Greeks in 

• • E blades of grass were 
solidity or flmchty. ven r "th the temple. The Greeks, 
terms attuned by their way of ~ea mgd with divine when the temple 
• , unt experience e . 
in Heidegger s acco ' tly Heidegger's investtga-• th • orld Consequen ' . 
worked to hght up err w ·d. . mong the Greeks leaves hrm 

• f the 1vme a dl 
tion of the expene°:ce o dful ex eriences of the other-worl y mostly uninterested m the drea p 

that Otto describes. . ce of the divine in a 
h s the expenen Since Heidegger approac. e h he writes in a way that 

d to earth even N1etzsc ean, way, more own- - , 
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sounds both theistic and atheistic. Since attuning activity is the realm 
of the divine, Heidegger can write about gods with divine agency. 
And since attuning goes unthematized in modernity, Heidegger says 
that religious encounters are rare today because the gods have with­
drawn themselves. He can also say, like Nietzsche, that such encoun­
ters are rare because our practices do not let us see attuning. We are 
the ones who are killing the gods and making ourselves nihilists. 
Since our practices are part of the problem, we can become part of 
the solution by recognizing attuning. 

How does Heidegger think that we, in our disenchanted, hYPer­
reflective modern mode of being, can make sense of experiencing a 
living god rather than understand the experience as an hallucina- · 
tion? We can begin by drawing on Heidegger's claim in 'The Origin 
of the Work of Art" that an entity that manifests and glamorizes 
the style of a people's practices will manifest for those people what 
they share and consequently be regarded as holding authority over 
their lives. Since such a cultural paradigm, whether it be a temple, 
sacred words, a sacrificial act, a constitution, or what not, manifests 
everything that is important to them as a people, it will be worth 
dying for. Since it creates and sustains their world, it will fill them 
with love, pride, respect, and devotion. In short, it will be adored as 
a god and in its power to grip be experienced as having a divine agency. 

Let us now add those features of such a paradigm that would make 
the divine agency into a personal god. For Heidegger does not want 
us to think of the temple, the god within the temple, or other divine 
cultural paradigms as anything other than having a living agency. 
They have to be the kind of personal living divinities to whom man 
can reverently ask for guidance (most often in prayer), sacrifice to, 
fall on his knees before in awe, and play music and dance before.' 

A living god would have to possess the power to affect our relation 
with nature, with our work, with others, and with ourselves. Such a 
god, moreover, would hold authority over us, not just because of its 
power, but because the god is sympathetic to our way of life, or, at 
least, our way oflife when it is happening in its most exemplary form. 
And because the god uses its power in support of this way of life, the 
god elicits reverential behavior from us, much the way any living 
human authority figure elicits some degree of reverence. Most 
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important, however, this god is one that we can speak and pray to, 
and who can answer back. The god is also a person in that he or she 
takes responsibility for his or her acts and feels that both the actions 
and the responsibility for them matter. Indeed, by virtue of acts and 
responsibility mattering, we also understand that this god has pas­
sions and moods roughly like our own. Because the god has a voice, 
moods, passions, and a sense of responsibility like our own, and so 
far as we experience voices, moods, and passions as coming from 
bodies, we experience the god as embodied. (From this it is not clear 
that a god must be gendered, but it is likely to be the case, since most 
bodies for us are gendered.) 

Such a description is incompatible with our modern sensibilities. 
Indeed, it strongly suggests that gods are nothing more than anthro­
pomorphic inventions. But we should remember when thinking 
about anthropomorphism that our pervasively skeptical sensibility is 
a relatively recent development. Experiences in which a god com­
municated in person with people were common among believers 
both before the Enlightenment and after. Nor were such experiences 
reserved for the sensitive minds of those destined for sainthood. As 
William James points out, many hardheaded people had religious 
experiences right through the nineteenth century, and, again, as 
James points out, science could say little to dissuade them from the 
so-called truth of such experiences.8 For, first, such people based 
their beliefs on clear perceptuul experiences that seemed to them 
no more hallucinatory than any scientist's data, and, second, the 
recurrence of such experiences meant that they were repeatable, 
though not at will. 

That hardheaded people have long had perceptual encounters 
with gods does not mean that divine power is akin to ·the physical 
forces described by scientific laws. Just as, for Heidegger, being 
depends on man so does divine power. This condition, however, so 
long as man also depends on divine power, only diminishes onto­
theological interpretations of the divine. The basic claim developed 
here is that gods give situations their particularly clear mood or 
attunement. As an example, Aphrodite's appearance would bring out 
the erotic aspects of a situation, or, better, reveal the situation as over­
ridingly erotic. A modern being functioning as an erotic paradigm 
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can have the same power that such a d 
early 1960s, for instance M ril M go had. In the late 1950s and 
£ • . ' a yn onroe becam th . 
emmme erotic appeal At . e e paradigm of 

A • certain mom en ts h 
phrodite, to change the look and feel f . '. s e was able, like 

people into sharpened affi . o a situation. She could bring 
ities to appear and othersetcotive sta~esh~dat enabled specific possibil-

remam I den I th" b . 
':as a_goddess. Our subject-object ontolo l • d n Is as1c _way, she 
situation-changing effects . h gy ea s us to descnbe such 
that such description misse1sn psy~ l ological terms, but we shall see 

cruc1a aspects of th h 
that the vocabulary of divin ffi e p enomenon and 

e e ects makes better sense. 

I Heidegger on the Greek Gods 

To start with, we shall consider two ass 
from Heidegger's Parmenides I th pfi ages _on the preclassical gods 

l • n e rst He1degg l • no onger experience di • . ti ' er exp ams why we 
vim es or, as he calls them here, daimons.9 

[T] he daimon, the self-showing ones the . . 
and are the way they are onl"' i·n th , ~Ointing ones, are who they are 
th If.di . ✓ e essent:J.al dom • f d' e se - sclosmg of being itself. IO am o isclosure and of 

'Y"e do not experience gods because we do . 
nence of revealing or d1·s l . not appreciate the expe-
. c osmg nowadays o b . 

ace contains no powerful b . • ur we of social prac-
h • emgs that act with d • • 

s owmg us what sorts of th. . IVIne power by 
. mgs are mtellio-ibl 0 

tive or postmodern ironic practi· d" iy e. ur modern subjec-
ces 1stance us fr h b • 

may sense, as Wittgenstein points out th _om sue . emgs. We 
feel or an attunement associated . th' at parti~ular thmgs have a 
calls this a "field of force "12 B WI them.11 Wittgenstein usefully 
spell of one or another. udt we do not sense ourselves under the 

moo or way of b • C . 
clearly shows us this. emg. ertamly, nothing 

The contrast of our condition with th . 
of their temple makes th" . e preclass1cal Greeks in awe 
G Is pomt clearer Th b f. 

reek practices for maki th. • e we o mterrelated 
incarnated in the templ Tnhg mgs and people intelligible was 
• . e. us, the temple d'd d • 
isolation. Its way of maki th. . I not o Its work in 
life just as Gospels and 1:!r ~:g~~~ligible pervaded all of Greek 
ian life. The pervasive force of sue~ IC ca_thedral pervaded Christ-

paradigms was experienced by 
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Christians as the holy spirit. The Greeks experienced it as _dai:~:s~ 
Heidegger thinks of divinities or daimons as the ones who gwe g 
and situations their feel. 

• • • • r h u beings], though can never _be 
What shmes mto bemgs [1.e. ig ts p tr cted out of beings, is bemg 

• d th basis of beings nor cons u . fr 
explame on e . • • • is to daion-daimon. Descending om 
itself. And being, shmmg mto 1;>e1~gs. b . gs are the daiontes-daimones. 
being into beings and thus pomaltingd1d~tit? emto beings which man could 

,, e not casu a I ons , 
The "demons ••• ar d could leave aside .. . . In conse­
bypass with no loss of his own essence an b'l' tv the daimons are more 

f th• • nspicuous unsurpassa I I~,, 
quence o 1s mco . al uld ever be. The daimons are • ,, th "demons" in the usu sense co -c . 
"demomc an • Th determine every essential af:a.ective 
more essential than any bemg. ey • • • . and terror Here to be sure, 

• • fr ect and joy to mourmng · ' b-
dispos1tion om :esp . . ,, b nderstood in the modern su 
these "affective d1spos1~ons ai;,e not to e ~ thought more originarily as 
jective sense as "psychic states but are to e 
... attunements.13 

d £ H • d gger have to do with F m thi• s quotation we see that go s, or ei e , . l 
ro ' • 1 t 'th how matena-the way things appear for us affective y,. no ~ ro riation 

• al th. re caused to exist. The philosophical app p . 
physic mgs a G d had bound Him to matenal-f th Ch • ti n God as a creator o . 
·Oh .:al c~~s~ity and thus concealed the divine act of revealmg or 
~is~~~sing of how things and people matter in attunements or 

moods.
14 

· o· (1) 
Heidegger's poin~ about ~t~ei::e:}::b~~;e

1
::s:b~ings 

that gods are what hghts up emgs . b 1 kin 
their look16 and (2) that the look these g?ds give t~ thi;~s : ~: fee~ 
t them is an affective one. Gods, we might say, give mg h 

af th • 1 k 17 But (1) what precisely does this mean; (2) ow can 
o eir oo • d (3) how do these we et from what gods do to what gods are; ~ hi 

• g 'd with the sense of seeing, talking to, and wars p-clarms provi e us . . d 
ping gods? I shall take up these questions m or er. 

n The Feel of a Look 

1 • th the particular effect of a The first question has to do not on y WI. er tells us that a god 
od but also divine power generally. Heidegg f hat 

~ t the feel of the look that something has. To get a sense o w 
~:p:e:ns by the feel of the look, let's turn to a simple example. Ifwe 
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look at our own nation's currency in one hand and another nation's 
currency in the other, we see something very curious. In one hand, 
we see something that looks valuable. In the other, we see something 
that looks like play money. We might try to tell ourselves that really 
we are having very similar visual experiences of paper, color, texture, 
shape, etc., and that we are interpreting the money in one hand with 
one subjective feeling and interpreting the money in the other hand 
with another. Or, we might try to say that we are ascribing the sub­
jective feeling we have when we see either of the currencies to the 
currency itself as an objective feature. But when did the interpreta­
tion or ascription take place? Upon examination of the activity of 
looking at the money, it becomes clear that we experience neither 
ascription nor interpretation. If we are told, for instance, that our 
nation's money which we hold in our hand is counterfeit, we are still 
likely to see the money as valuable. Thus, we see the value despite 
our active ascription or interpretation. Indeed, to deal with our own 
money as just paper inscribed with certain markings requires devel­
opment of specialized skills, like those of Treasury agents. 

This example should help us recognize something beyond the 
normal phenomenological claim that instead of mere objects, we see 
meaningful equipment. We do not just see useful things soliciting us. 
We see useful things soliciting us with attitudes, not our attitudes but 
attitudes appropriate to the kind of useful thing they are. Money is 
seen as valuable, guns as threatening, and so forth. These attitudes 
are not imposed by us in any ordinary sense of imposition. We cannot 
make them go away by simply shifting our stance. We have to work 
hard to change them. 

One does not want to reject subjective interpretation or ascription 
and say, instead, that the difference in our responses to the curren­
cies must lie in their material-physical aspects. We do not want to say 
that any or all of the physical-material aspects in some particular set 
of configurations are what makes us see currency as valuable. For if 
our nation changed many of the material aspects and their configu­
ration on the currency (for instance, its color, the monuments pic­
tured, and so forth), after some experience, we would lose our sense 
that the old aspects looked valuable and see the new ones as 
valuable. 



216 
Charles Spinosa 

Generalizing on the basis of this phenomenon, the valuable look 
of money, like the official look of a diploma, like the look of ~ther 
socially constructed things comes neither _£rom any paru~u~ar 
physicalmaterial characteristics or configurauon _of. charact~nsucs 
nor from some particular interpretation or ascnpuon we impart 
to it. Rather, the affective or attitudinal look ( of being valuabl~, 
official and so forth) derives from a category of being that is 
neithe; objective (in the thing) nor subjective (in psychological 

stances). 
What is it? To hint at the answer briefly, notice that we respond to 

a look of the official, the look of the serious and valuable, and many 
other looks. Designers constantly develop these looks. The~ are the 
affective aspect of common meanings.18 Common m~amngs are 
those meanings that are embodied in exemplars a~d dispose th_ose 
who share them to act in accord with them. So, for mstance, Manlyn 
Monroe was an exemplar of feminine beauty. Those who shared this 
meaning understood various looks and actions as Marilyn. Monroe­
like. They celebrated them and were thrilled by _them. Like. o~er 
common meanings, this one could be reduced neither to subJecuve 
preferences nor to objective features. We see subjects, objects, and 
situations in terms of these common meanings and the attunements 
they solicit because of the practices that make us what we are and 

make everyday objects what they are. 
It is easy for us to believe that we see things through our moods. 

A bright day looks wonderful when we are in. a happy mood and 
annoying when we are down. We all have felt mfected by the ex~­
berant mood of a party, even if we did not have the mood t~ begm 
with and even if nothing particular happened to us to put us m such 
a mood.19 In the 1950s, Heidegger focused on the way things gather 
us to them, the way they draw us to regard them with a certain attune­
ment. Think of wandering into a cathedral, for instance. It draws us 
to a certain reverential, awestruck attunement in dealing with it and 
the people inside, and we come to inhabit that attunement more and 
more as we get increasingly in tune with the cathe~ral. T~e more rev­
erential we feel, the more we will see things as laid out m ways that 

confirm that mood. 
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!n thinking about the Greeks, Heidegger came to notice that 
thmgs draw our attention with looks that act as affective solicitation. 
We are drawn to feel reverential in the cathedral because it has an 
awesom~ loo~, with all the interplay of stone and light. Our practices 
for dealmg with even everyday things include an affective solicitation 
beneath our notice. This solicitation determines the mood in which 
we ~11 be disposed to act and the strength of our disposition to act. 
1:eide~g~r s~es the Greeks as allowing their sensitivity to these affec­
uve sohcitauons to move their culture in a different direction from 
ours. : o understand better the presence of divinities, we need to see 
the differences between the Greeks and us more clearly. 

ill From What Gods Do (the Causal Power of Attuning) to 
What Gods Are 

We are interested in causal powers, and so were the Greeks. We are 
par~cularly int~rested in causal powers in two registers of being. We 
are mterested m the material causal powers of the natural kinds in 
the universe. That is what our science investigates. We are also inter­
ested in wh~t in~ividuals can do and ought to be held responsible 
~or. O:1r social s~ien_ces and history, and sometimes our philosophy, 
mvesug~te what m~ividuals can do, and our law and jurisprudence, 
along with our ethical and moral thinking, investigate what people 
ought to be held responsible for. But the preclassical Greeks were 
comparatively weak in both of our familiar kinds of causal investiga­
tion. They investigated the causal powers of attunement much more 
than physical and intentional causality. Attunements do have such 
powers. Because our currency looks valuable, we handle it with care. 
Because other nations' currency looks like play money, we have to 
stop ourselves from using it unwisely. The mood of reverence enables 
us to see more of a cathedral than the mood of relaxed play lets us 
see. The power of shared affective attunements comes to life even 
~ore when we lo~k at shifts in common meanings. Moving, for 
i~stance, from Manlyn Monroe to Madonna gives us a significantly 
different sense of what is erotically appealing. At the very least, we 
move from soft subservience to ironic assertiveness. 
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In order to see where gods come in, we begin by asking how we 
account for such changes in affectivity. Since, for the Greeks, the 
gods are the ones who give situations, people, and ~in~s their look, 
going from, say, Marilyn Monroe to Madonna would md1ca~e that we 
passed from one goddess of femininity to another, and this change 
gave women their new look. How do we see this phenom~non today? 
We generally see our artists, particularly our popular artists, and our 
charismatic leaders as responsible for effecting such changes. But we 
do not see them as responsible in a legal sense or even, for the most 
part, as intentionally effecting the changes. Though ~e. Beatles 
changed the way we saw many things, from lovers to political con­
cerns, we do not believe that the change was something John Lennon 
or Paul McCartney or the commercial enterprise called ''The Beatles" 
actively sought. The goal of the four musicians was to make their 
music popular. They matched their manneris11:1s and their dress ~o 
their music so they could present a coherent image to the public. 
But it is doubtful that they would have characterized their style in 
the terms in which it was affectively appreciated-and taken over­
by the public. (Imagine how hard it is for us to predict how our styles 
will be taken over by our children.) The individual Beatles were prob­
ably as much changed by their music as we were. The artist is in the 
same position as the critic when it comes to saying what his or her 
work means to the culture. The eleventh- and twelfth-century trou­
badours who sang songs that wove elements of religious devotion 
into their descriptions of erotic love could hardly have said that they 
wanted to transform their common meaning called erotic love into 
something called romantic love. Yet they succeeded famously. For 
this reason, when we respond to art, we are not as interested in what 
the artist thought he or she was doing as in the changes the artwork 

made or makes in our attunements. 
Nor can we convince ourselves that the changes the Beatles 

brought about were part of a general uitgeist or drift in our cultur~ 
practices. Surely, there was a drift in our practices toward certal~ 
kinds of irony and toward certain kinds of self-indulgences. The opti­
mistic, smart, bravado of a John Kennedy who embodied young mas­
culinity was replaced by the sweetly ironic, artistic spirituality of a 
John Lennon. We were transformed. But this transformation did not 
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happen by cultural or practical drift. It was too much tied to the 
perso~ of tl_ie artists. Thus, our accounts of changes in common 
meamngs miss something that happens before pur eyes. In this unre­
marked _realm, the Greeks saw their gods. For Heidegger's Greeks 
chan~e m the look of things or in our attunement occurred when ~ 
god hrm- o~ herself looked at the thing-brought his or her energies 
to bear on 1t-or when a new god looked at it differently 

What is the ~ature .of the agency that the gods brought to bear? 
When a god bnngs ~1s or her energies to bear on something, it is 
not a matter of physical causation as it is studied in our sciences. A 
story about a god stopping the sun or living on Mt. Olympus does 
not tell us about an astronomical event or about a domestic address. 
The story about the s~n'~ stopping changes the common meaning 
of the sun. The sun md1cated orderliness and steadiness. That it 
could have been stopped tells us that wonder counts at least as much 
as order. Everything could be regestalted. To say the gods lived on 
Mt. Olympus is to say that that was how Mt. Olympus looked, just as 
our money looks valuable. When a god brings his or her energies to 
bear on something, the god changes the force or kind of its affective 
character. And the Greeks actually saw this change occurring· they 
~aw ~e. god ~cting. Heidegger follows the Greek formulati;n for 
identifying this power of common meanings by calling it the look of 
~e look. ~y this he means the look of a god illuminating a situation 
m a c:rtam way so that, for instance, everything is seen as erotic or 
as rationally disciplined. 

We can g~t a feel for such power of illumination if we think of our­
selves as designers and ask ourselves, what is the look of the look fb . 1 'say, 
o emg va uable or official or ( to attend more closely to Greek con-
cerns) erotically appealing. Then, we may see why an account of this 
look must. exceed the realm of simple objects. Why, that is, it could 
not be u~derstood as an object in the world. Particular instances of 
the erotically appealing are shown to us on dozens of magazine 
covers month!Y· But the look of this look, what this look is in general 
or as a ~hole 1s not something we imagine we encounter at all. When 
we_ are .mt:rested in the look of being official, we are not interested 
pnmanly m how academic regalia looks official or how judges' robes 
look official, but in the nature of the official look that pervades 
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all of such items. We are interested in what, in our culture, some­
thing official looks like. If we imagine ourselves having to design an 
official-looking dress for a new adjudicating board, we would proba­
bly find ourselves leafing through magazines that showed various 
kinds of official dress in order to get a feel for what looks official. 
When we did that, what we would be getting a feel for is precisely 
the look of the look. A fashion designer who changes what we per­
ceive as erotically powerful evening wear will succeed not just by 
selling many copies of a garment with a new look but by accentuat­
ing some grace that was missed before and that is now desired. There­
fore, with this new cut, the general look of what we find desirable is 
changed. We need only leaf through magazines from past decades 
to see how much the erotically desirably look has changed in a 

short time. 
Divine power is the look of things' looks when they are seen and 

felt most concretely. The divine beings have a power on a human or 
even animal order such that their looking at a situation can trans­
form it. We have some small experience of this when someone with 
a very strong character comes into the periphery of a situation. We 
also can easily imagine how everything in a situation takes on a dif­
ferent look when we are told that a fierce bear is lurking about.

20 

This power could be exercised by statues of gods. That is what made 
temples sacred. The statue or altar cross gives a situation in a temple 
or a cathedral its look and feel. Thus, for Heidegger the statue 
of the god "lets the god himself be present and thus is the god 
himself. "21 Now, we can say· two things about the Greeks and their 
gods. First, because the Greeks were intensely sensitive to the affec­
tive power of the looks of things-that is, affective power of their 
common meanings-they could see and feel gods present in their 
statues and other artworks. Second, because they could see divine 
agents stirring affects, they had much greater sensitivity to common 
meanings in their world and to the ontological status of common 
meanings than we have. For common meanings are authoritative but 

neither subjective nor objective. 
Art was not the only visual, bodily experience the Greeks had of 

gods. We can further understand what it meant for the Greeks to be 
looked on by a god from what we have just bee0: saying. In situations 
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such as graduations, weddings and m • · · , oments of • • 
wn~ng, things show up with a look differe msp1rat:1on when 
nanly have. People look more . yf 1 nt fr?m the one they ordi­JO u at weddmgs th th 
most other occasions At g d • an ey do on · ra uat.Ions everyth • 
more dignity than we are 

11 
mg seems touched by 

• . genera y accustom d t A 
mspiration, things appear "th . e o. t moments of 

th 
. WI greater clanty th I F 

ese feelmgs which kn an usua • or Greeks 
' we ow are shared ld b ' 

warrant a sense of being beheld b a di . . , wou e enough to 
Though · h Y vimty. we m1g t imagine ourselves s • 

casts over everything b f eemg the look that a god 
Y way o a common • • 

excess of fantasy to imagine the od in ~e~~mg, It seems an 
the scene irradiating everyth· g "th ~II vis1b1hty somewhere on 

mg WI this look H • 
person possessed by the . . f . . • owever, if some spint o a s1tuat.1on all 
or think beyond him- or he lf ( were re y to speak, act, 

rse as we kno h' h 
have little problem in sa ·n th w im or er)' we would 
or she really expressed thyie g ~t so-a~d-so was so inspired that he 

meanmg of Joyfuln d' • 
When someone embodies th ess or igmty or clarity. 

. e common mea • th 
their look entrances us-th· k f . mng so oroughly that m o Manlyn M 
would see the god as present 1· th £ onroe-the Greeks . n e orm of the If 
is someone who has no . person. the person 
think of Mario Savio-th::e~:uso;emorable id~ntity22_we might 

the situation is simply present o~ th~at pours hJS or her light into 
Greek gods often imper d scene. We should recall that 

sonate mortals d c. 
average people. an o,ten appeared as 

IV Seeing and Talking to a God 

We can get a clearer picture of what th 
ity would be like if we exa . th e presence of a Greek divin-
talist Christian who encoumnmt e de account of a typical fundamen-

ere an angel 23 Th. f 
volunteered to purchase tick t £ d • is undamentalist 

d 
e s or, an to put o I 

an wheelchair-bound child B n a p ane, four blind . ren. ecause of traffic h • 
airport so late that th , e arnved at the 
. ere was no way he Id b 

tickets and get the childr t th cou oth purchase the . en o e gate As h t d • 
t.Ion, a middle-aged man emer ed fr • e s oo m consterna-
could help. The fundam t 1· g£ I om the crowd and asked if he 

en a 1st e t strong! th th 
worthy, and with only a d . y at e man was trust-

secon to thmk he asked the man to lead 
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• fi him to arrive with the tickets. 
the children to the gate an~ w:~ ~:kets, he saw the man with the 
When he got to the gate with d r He thanked the man, 

• • b the departure oo . 
four children, wait.mg Y . Th fundamentalist turned 

th d as all his own. e 
who said that e rewar 'V d t whom he watched lead • k ts t the gate atten an 
and handed the tic e 

O 
d b k he could not 

th When he turne ac ' the children down e ramp. h d the airport and had an 
find the middle-aged man. He searcthe events in his mind, it made 

d As he ran over e 
announcement ma e. Id d' pear so instantly. Finally, he th th man cou isap . th 
no sense at e • b th only sensible conclusion: e accepted what seemed to him to e e 

man had been an angel. d th1's conclusion does not k • 1 d'senchante ears, 
Of course, to s eptica' I . fectl sensible disenchanted 

follow at all. Each of us co:~~rv;:/:ddle~aged man had a blind, 
account of what had happ . wifi.. h d ailed him J·ust a few hours • b d and his e a c 
whe~lcharr- ou~ son, their child had died. Grief-stricken, h~ was 
earlier to tell him that £ h'ldren who reminded him of 

h h saw the our c 1 ' 
rushing home w e? e roblems of caring for such children, he 
his son. Sympathetic to the p H ffered to help. Indeed, he was 
saw immediately what~ ":ong. e : of his pain. When it seemed 
glad to help, because it relieved shorn . d of h1' m he could not 

• ould e reqmre , 
as though an explana~on w He ·ust blurted out that he liked to 
bring himself to tell his story. J h h' flight which was 

• th th t he ran off to catc is ' 
help people. And WI a• C Id we given this disenchanted 
about to leave, a few gates down. ~u 'd demeanor as angelic? 

• 'b th man's actions an . 
description, descn e e ting of course that we were 
Most ofus would allow such a usage, gran . ' al b . , But now we 

I 1 • • erson to a fiction emg. 
comparing a regu ar ivmg p . W have a fundamentalist who 
come to the important questions.el ;_d our own claim that he has 
claims he has encountered an anWhg . the difference between the 

d l' person at IS 
encountere an ange ic • . u·ce to the phenomenon? 

And h • h does better JUS 
two accounts? w ic h Id not be thrown off the • th stions we s ou 

In answenng ese que . ' b tween us lies in the funda-• • th t the difference e . 
track by clamung a all d h ven where angels warble praises 
mentalist's beliefin a place c e hela . ·ons For such angelology 

h they are on o y m1ss1 . . . 
of God except w en . fu d ntalist's experience. Similar • • I m the n ame dif 
plays no ~eas1ve roe those who have significantly -angel stones can be found among 
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ferent angelo!ogies. Indeed, even people who are not fundamental­
ists report such encounters. We begin, then, by answering a simpler, 
similar question that has the same ontological implications. What is 
the difference between seeing our own currency as valuable and 
seeing it as a piece of paper on which are printed many inscriptions 
that can be analyzed to determine if it carries value? 

When the fundamentalist sees the angel, what he sees is a perfect 
embodiment of his subculture's common meaning of angelic action. 
The angel made real for him (brought him into tune with) some­
thing that he had only understood before in the abstract. Indeed, 
seeing the angel brought his beliefs into tune with his perceptions 
and emotions. Such a sighting need be ontologically no different 
from seeing a freshly printed $1,000 bill as a perfect embodiment of 
our common meaning of valuable money. 24 

To see neither angels nor money as affectively valuable is ulti­
mately to see nothing but wholly disenchanted things, things with no 
affective meaning. Obviously, if we cultivated ourselves to see that 
way, we would become a different form of life. It would surely be an 
affectively diminished form of life with its sense of mattering wholly 
absenL In place of mattering would lie practical considerations. On 
this si:ore, it seems obviously preferable to see valuable things as valu­
able. Why not see angelic actions as performed by angels? There is 
only one reason. That could lead us back to all the metaphysical 
notions of angelology. But there should be little problem if we could 
keep clear that divinities are divinities only so far as they embody the 
powers of affective common meanings. 

So long as people can be seen either as agents of common mean­
ings (culture figures, gods, or angels) or as objects, we should be able 
to say that a world in which there are angels or gods makes sense. It 
has all the advantages that seeing money as valuable has over simply 
determining that money is valuable. But what about cases where a 
god or angel appears out of thin air, when there is no other person 
there whom we could say the god or angel is impersonating? How 
can we assimilate actual divine presentations in terms of a common 
meaning or an attitudinal look? In a famous scene in the lliad, as 
Achilles is about to pull his sword on Agamemnon, Athena grabs his 
hair from behind, and when he turns, she tells him not to attack 

I 

! 
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• ose that the Greeks actually encoun-
because he will regret It. Su~p ld want to describe such an 

th• Nonbelievers wou 
tered gods is way.. d th fore as dangerous in a way that 
experience as hal!ucma~ory anL , ~re k at such phenomena to begin 
the angel in the airport IS ~ot. et s oo 

with in an open yet skeptical war t of phenomena in the audi-
Let us start with a commo~p ace she from a loved one, we may 

Wh are anxious to ear 
tory sphere. ~n V:e have heard our telephone ring. When 
find ourselves thmking that we h s a parent regularly calls 

• • here someone sue a 
we are in a situation w called by that person 

d times hear our name 
our name, we o some . I who have grown fam-
even ~ough he or she is not ~alh~r ~:-:::i::s hear them s~y the 
iliar with spouses or paren "d thI·ng at all. What is hap-

• if they have sai no . 
expected thmg even . ,,1,l had an auditory hallucma-

• • h ;i We have not szmrtY 11 
penmg m sue cases. th t there was no sound at a . 
• th we do not assume a . . 

tion. In ese cases, th £ I of the situation is so • th t the affect or e ee 
We normally believe a that we hear Indeed, such • II d ·nto the pattern · strong that it pu s soun s I . d on film enough for 

tr ed in literature an 
moments have been por ay b d. nts of loncnng. If we had 

digm em o Ime tr 
us to say that they are para . al G ks we would be likely to say • • • • f the preclassic ree , 
the sens1t1vit1es o d d by the divine powers k ds were pro uce 
that the rings and spo en wor 1 . ssions here are just like the 

• I d d the perceptua 1mpre . 
of longmg. n ee , . . d an· on J. oy at a weddmg • • f d1gnity at a gra u ' perceptual impressions o t that in the cases of the 
feast, and the valuableness o~ monethy, exdcoeopr the common meaning 

• • the n01se at e i, 

telephone nngmg ~r- f affairs rather than bringing the misleads us by dzsguzszng the ~tate o 

state of affairs to full ~xpress~o;. divinities misleading us. Rather, we 
We should not be d1stracte y h' h they can transform states of 

• d • the power by w IC . th 
are mtereste m . d" t 1 appropriate responses, as m e • d • from us imme ia e y 
affairs, rawing . 1 of our current responses to h ·11 I the real-life examp es 
case of Ac I es. n h th affective aspect of common • e see and ear e • 
common meanings, w t al material is available m • kin r whatever percep u . 
meamngs ta g ove f the feeling of a particular situa~on. 
order to express the power o . tensely J. oyful weddmgs. 

• th th ·s J·oy we see In 
We do not mfer at ere I , h th phantom telephone 

• I • ng we ear e 
We do not feel mtense ong:t • hth . demon spooking us, but 
rings. Likewise, we do not see a c omc 
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we hear noises at our door. Even with our modern ontology, our 
common meanings sometimes have enough affective power to 
produce perceptual effects as real as the god for the Homeric Greeks. 
But we call these events hallucinations. 

The Homeric Greeks and other undisenchanted people would not 
have had to live with such a cramped interpretation. Indeed, just as 
we may hear a ringing telephone when none is ringing, the voice of 
a spouse when the spouse is absent, and someone breaking in when 
no such thing is happening, they would have experienced the voice 
of Aphrodite, the common meaning of desire; the voice of Hera, the 
common meaning of domesticity; or, let us suppose, the voice of 
Hermes, the common meaning of thievery. And the voice would say 
something fairly typical of that common meaning. 25 It would work 
on the undisenchanted Greek much the same way telling ourselves 
a story or more likely, watching a television movie works on us. It 
stiffens our resolve, intensifies our excitement, brings us more in 
tune with what we are feeling, gives us a keener awareness of the con­
sequences of our actions, and so forth. That the voice of the divin­
ity affects us in this literary register is what Heidegger means when 
he says that myth is the appropriate mode of relation to the divine. 

26 
Can we say that it makes sense to see a divinity in thin air? 

So far, we have answered the simpler question: how does it make 
sense to hear the voice of a divinity saying particular things when in 
the world of objects there is no such voice? We hear voices when the 
power or feel of the situation is so strong that we construe random 
sounds as a voice. The pervasiveness of imperfectly distinguished 
noises in our environment together with the affective quality of 
common meanings ground these auditory phenomena. But visual 
phenomena tend to be different from auditory phenomena in that 
we see more transparently than we hear. While we work, we are aware 
of a din around us. But we tend to think that visual phenomena are 
far more determined, except in fogs, at dusk and dawn, in dense 
forests, in shadows, in conflagrations, in battles, storms at sea, and so 
forth. Making such a list makes us aware of how much our current 
forms oflandscape and architecture enhance the determinateness of 
visual phenomena. Our lawns dotted with shade trees, our cleared 
fields, our straight highways, our wide streets and sidewalks, our street 
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lights, our unflickering indoor lighting, our cleared park paths and 
trails, our towers all make vision regularly more determinate than it 
was in earlier times. 

Sit around a campfire. Notice all that is to be seen indistinctly 
when we light our rooms with candles. Stare into the flames of the 
fire in the fireplace. Ifwe focus on such times, when visual fields have 
much in them that is indistinct, we have reason to believe that we 
might well be drawn to see the common meaning affecting us. We 
can easily list cases where the common meaning of our situation 
determines what we see. When we are walking across a college 
campus, we are attuned to the academic life and world. On such 
occasions if a business acquaintance happens to be within our view, 
we will frequently not recognize her. In other situations, we can easily 
find ourselves seeing someone who looks just like another person we 
are expecting to meet. We may even begin speaking to the stranger 
before we realize our mistake. If we had less disciplinary forms of 
landscape and architecture, we would have more opportunity to 
become sensitive to visions which we now take as simple hallucina­
tions or illusions. 

But we have yet to reconcile the perceptual presence of divinities 
changing the attunement of situations with the skepticism that comes 
with our disenchanted ontology. For the disenchanted person, 
reports of divinities reveal various kinds of mistakes. In one case, the 
reports might be the sentimental misidentification of human actions 
for divine ones. In other cases, the reports would be stress-induced 
misidentifications of anditory or visual patterns as words or divini­
ties. They could even be full-fledged hallucinations. For someone 
sensitive to the power of common meanings, the· genuinely experi­
enced god is the agency of the affective power of a common meaning 
bringing us into tune with our situation. 

We experience such attuning when literary works or a television 
movie bring us in to tune with changed situations. A figure like Marilyn 
Monroe or Humphrey Bogart brings us into attunement when she or 
he speaks and acts in such a way as to make us sensitive to the feel of 
things in our world and, thereby enables us to act more spontaneously 
and effectively. When this happens, such figures have been acting with 
a super-human power that we have called the divine. Since this power 
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is n_either subjective nor objective-it does n . . 
subjective response to M ·1 M ot reside m either our 
th an yn onroe or Hum h B 

em as people or even as actors-we shoul p re~ ogart or in 
the power comes free of subj ts d . d not be disturbed when 
(sentimental) or obiective ( ec an alob~ec_ts: If a seeming subjective 
. ~ perceptu ) m1Siden tifi . ,, 
mto tune with our world th . . canon brings us 
G• ' en we are Witness1 d. • · 

iven these considerations we sh Id ng a IVImty at work. 
television, the Greeks and 'th o~ not say that, when we watch 
• d" . 0 er und1senchanted I .. m 1stmct noises and sights 1 peop es m1Sidentify 

un ess we are prep d 
we watch television we misid tify . are to say that, when 

th ' en images or pe I I . 
o er people as attuning figures. Fo . . . ope p aymg at being 
absorbed experience of d . r It is qmte clear that our fully 

I . ramas Is not the e • 
p a}:ng at being someone else. Yet we do xpe1:ence of someone 
are m such an entranced stat . not believe that, when we 

e, we are m1sid tifyi" 
Recall that so long as our t I en ng what we see. 

objects, we have no place £or on _o ogy allows only for subjects and 
seeing money as I bl 

ence of seeing money as valu bl h va ua e. Our experi-
f . . a e as to be ace d £ 

o ascnbmg or of interpreti· Th· . . ounte or as an act 
bl ng. 1s limited t I 

una e to account for the ef£ t th on o ogy makes us 
• b . ec at occurs whe th fi . moVIe nng us in tune with 1· n e gures m a . our ives We cann t . 

images and hear recorded s d • . o senously say we see 
. oun s to which we "b . 

certam feelings, motives and £ th ascn e or mterpret 
• ' so or ;:i We see and h . s1on that we may call myth· . • ear ma dimen-

(H . ic, attumng extra d. 
e1degger uses all these t ) w· ' or mary, or uncanny. 

attuning and common m e~ms. ith an ontology that accepts 
eanmgs we could • 

appearing out of thin air "materi i. . " b expenence the gods 
fusedly think that we a;e e1·th ah1zalml g . ef?re us and yet not con-

b• • er ucmaung • 
o ~ects • m unusual circum t . . . or seemg physical 
F. s ances exh1b1ung th • 

mally, we could see that h eir causal powers. 
I P enomenon ofm t • r • 

p ace when an actor plays a ch . a ena IZation also taking 
aracter which b 

or when an average person such as Mari S ~comes a culture figure 
nescence in a movement F ? aVIo takes on a new lumi-

• or someone is a Itu fi 
moments, in certain actions where h . b' cu re gure at certain 
moments come and go and e is igger than himself. Those 
Either the god· materializ nothone can be fully in control of them. 

Wh es as e culture figure o f: ·1 
en we are seeing or 1· t . r ai s to. . 1s emng to v • d . 

dimension whether it is like . mces an sights from this 
a moVIe or the value we see in the dollar, 
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"bl and decisively. Consequently, the 
we are able to act more flexi y ttuning presences. Since our 

d th value we see are a k 
movie figures an e . . . f:ar less direct than the Gree 

1 d • this dimension 1s 
way of acknow e gm~ . that we see divinities. What we expe-
way, we have a hard nme saymg th . ty We become attuned by indi­
rience, therefore, has far less au 1 or_-1 i neglect of both common 
rect, furtive means. Our o:ito og1c:a experience them only in a 
meanings and attuning ena es hus our ontology to accept the 

G tting us to c ange . 7 
degraded form. e . . f: ly Heidegger's project. 2 

experience we margmahze was, amous , 
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Trusting 

Robert C. Solomon 

Until very recently, the philosophical literature was virtually silent on 
the topic of trust and trusting although trusting's importance was 
presumed at every level. One does not have to dig very deeply behind 
Kant's arguments in the Groundwork or Mill's utilitarianism or, espe­
cially, Aristotle's Ethics and Politics to find it loitering at every tum. 
Sissela Bok, in her popular book, Lying, repeatedly refers back to 
trust as the "atmosphere" or "climate" presupposed in every social 
interaction, "like the air we breathe." Religious faith can readily be 
viewed as a species of trust, and even epistemology might be viewed 
as an extensive concern about trust, trusting in other people's testi­
mony (according to Tony Coady), trusting in one's own cognitive 
apparatus and good sense (according to Keith Lehrer).1 But philoso­
phers have been prodded to tum their analytic skills to trust only 
recently. (Annette Baier deserves credit as a philosopher who ignited 
the current interest in the topic.) 

In sociology too, trust has emerged as a "hot topic." Bernard 
Barber wrote a study of trust back in 1976, the distinguished German 
sociologist Niklas Luhmann tackled the subject in his Trust and 
Power and more recently the dean of English sociologists, Anthony 
Giddens, has been pursuing the subject in a number of books and 
studies. And then there was Francis Fukuyama's well-known and 

, rather controversial study in 1996. 2 The sociological literature has 
tended to substantivize trusting, tum it into a mysterious "thing" or 
medium, but as usual, there has been relatively little communication 




